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CHAPTER ONE 
INTRODUCTION 
The works of medieval historians like Gregory of Tours and Otto ofFreising offer 
valuable insight into the Middle Ages, but researchers must also consider the atmosphere 
in which these texts were composed in order to ascertain the authors' motivations and 
methodologies. In the case of the Danish historian, Saxo Grammaticus (c. 1185-1208), 
exploring the political and intellectual context of his history, the Gesta Danorum (Deeds 
of the Danes), yields a new interpretation on how the circumstances of the twelfth 
century prompted its composition. It is the goal of this thesis to argue that the inspiration 
behind the Gesta emanated from Denmark's integration into the political milieu of 
contemporary Europe and achievement of a nationalized ecclesiastical infrastructure. In 
addition, this thesis asserts that Saxo's extensive employment and reformulation of 
Scandinavian legends and mythology expresses a burgeoning national identity of a 
country with close ties to the cultural and intellectual climate of contemporary Europe. 
Between the years of 1147 and 1157, Denmark was ravaged by a prolonged civil 
war between three royal rivals, Sven Ill, Knut VI, and Valdemar. Each of these 
claimants was a descendant of a previous king and, therefore, held a lawful claim for the 
throne, according to traditional Germanic customs. 1 Ultimately, Valdemar defeated his 
1 Palle Lauring, A Hist01y of the Kingdom of Denmark, trans. David Hohnen (Copenhagen: Host 
and Sons, 1960), 73. 
l 
2 
two competitors and steadily worked to stabilize Denmark through an a1liance with the 
Danish Church, led by Archbishop Absalon. Traditionally, historians have identified 
Absalon, the archbishop of Lund and patron of Saxo, as the motivating personality 
behind the creation of the Gesta Danorum. As Absalon received much of his education 
at the University of Paris, he may have observed how other powerful European kings, 
like those of England and France, patronized the writing of histories. Absalon realized 
that his country needed a powerful history, drafted in Latin, in order to foster national 
unity and illustrate the heritage of Denmark to its contemporaries.2 In the preface to the 
Gesta Danorum, Saxo even speaks of Absalon's patriotic desire to glorify Denmark with 
a national history and that 
if our neighbours exulted in the records of their past exploits, the 
reputation of our people should not lie forgotten under ancient mould, but 
be blest with a literary memorial.3 
While this interpretation is valid, it poses more questions than it does answers and 
demands further articulation. For example, why had no one envisioned a history of 
Denmark before the twelfth century? What political conditions characterized Absalon's 
time and may have contributed to the conception of a national history? In the first half of 
the eleventh century, the Danish kings Sven Forkbeard and Knut the Great carved out a 
2 Lauring, Hist01y of the Kingdom, 73-5; Stewart Oakley, A Short Hist01y of Denmark (New York: 
Praeger Publications, 1972), 65; Erick Christiansen, "The Place of Fiction in Saxo's Later Books," in Saxo 
Grammaticus: A Medieval Author Between Norse and Latin Culture, ed. Karsten Friis-Jensen 
(Copenhagen: Museum Tusculaneum Press, 1981), 34-5. 
3 Saxo Grammaticus, The History of the Danes. Books I-IX, trans. Peter Fisher, ed. with 
commentary Hilda Ellis Davidson (Suffolk, Boydell and Brewer, Ltd., 1999), 4. 
3 
North Sea Empire encompassing Denmark, England, Norway, and parts of Sweden.4 
This empire marked the zenith of Danish might prior to the twelfth century, yet no 
historical narrative was formulated to preserve the imperial legacy of Denmark. 
King Valdemar I, and his two sons, Knut VI and Valdemar II, unlike their 
predecessors, worked to centralize the Danish government and extend the effective 
authority of the kingship. Another factor that contributed to the king's power was a new 
Danish empire along the coast of the Baltic Sea. This new empire increased the wealth 
flowing into Denmark, but it also represented a victory over the Holy Roman Empire as 
many of the conquered areas had previously been under Gennan control. In addition, the 
Danish Church, having received papal pennission to establish an archdiocese at Lund in 
1101 , was now independent of the meddlesome archbishops of Hamburg-Bremen and 
free to elect bishops from the ranks of Danish clergy and nobles. By Valdemar's time, 
native Danes occupied most of the higher church offices, thus providing Denmark with 
an indigenous mechanism for the preparation of a national history.5 Therefore, the 
combination of a strong centralized kingship, a Baltic empire, and a Danish Church 
occupied by native clergy produced an environment ripe for a national history. 
Peter and Birgit Sawyer, authors of numerous books and articles on Saxo and 
medieval Scandinavia, have argued that the histories written in twelfth and thirteenth 
century Scandinavia were actually symptoms of changes in the political atmosphere. 
4 Niels Lund, ''The Danish Empire and the End of the Viking Age," in The Oxford Illustrated 
Hisro1y of the Vikings, ed. Peter Sawyer (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 174-5. 
s Oakley, Short History, 54-5, 61 , 64; Kai H0rby, "The Social History of Medieval Denmark," in 
Danish Medieval History: New Currents, ed. Niels Skyum-Nielsen and Niels Lund (Copenhagen: Museum 
Tusculaneum Press, 1981), 39. 
4 
Saxo, therefore, was attempting to legitimize Valdemar' s reign, his reforms of the 
government, and the unprecedented exercises of royal authority by his sons. While the 
Sawyers make a compelling and reasonable argument, they raise the question that if Saxo 
was writing to legitimate the kingship of Valdemar, why did earlier rulers with uncertain 
legitimacy not compose such histories? Also, why did a ruler like Harald Bluetooth, who 
began consolidating his hold over Denmark and extending the sphere of royal authority in 
the mid-tenth century, not patronize a historical text to legitimize his unprecedented 
actions?6 The Sawyers' hypothesis identifies one of the factors leading to the birth of the 
Gest a Danorum, but recognizing the role of a nationalized church, the new Baltic Empire 
and that Saxo was part of a larger cultural synthesis of Danish and contemporary 
European traditions, however, renders a new perspective for interpreting Saxo 
Grammaticus and a new sense of Danish national identity. Denmark was not merely a 
frontier nation, isolated from the currents of European culture and politics, but its culture 
was changing and adopting more elements from the rest of Europe. 
The fact that this period witnessed the first explosion of Danish historiography 
supports this hypothesis. While Saxo wrote the most famous history of Denmark, his was 
not the first. The earliest known history of Denmark, the Chronicon Roskildense 
(Roskilde Chronicle), briefly listed the rulers of Denmark from Harald Klak (c. 820), the 
first baptized king of Denmark, through Valdemar, and his victory in the civi l war. A 
second chronicle also patronized during Valdemar' s reign, the Chronicon Lethrense 
6 Peter Sawyer and Birgit Sawyer, Medieval Scandinavia: From Conversion to Reformation, 800-
1500 (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1993), 230-1. 
- - - ------
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(Lethre Chronicle), was devised by a questionably-educated court entertainer, about 
whom almost nothing is known, and very briefly sketched some of the early legends of 
Denmark. The third, and final, history composed before Saxo was the Brevis historia 
regum Dace (Brief History of Danish Kings) by Sven Aggesen.7 Saxo's extensive use 
and development of material from Scandinavian sagas, poems, and myths, however, 
make him unique among his contemporaries. Certainly, the Sawyers' theories require 
consideration, but Saxo's merging of legends with actual history and his relation to the 
Twelfth-Century Renaissance and a sense of Danish national identity must also be taken 
into account. 
When discussing the development of nationalism and national identity in the 
Middle Ages, one must exercise caution. For decades, historians have debated about the 
existence of any incipient sense of national identity in medieval Europe. In his latest 
book, The Myth of Nations: The Medieval Origins of Europe, Patrick Geary uses recent 
changes in the geographic and political climate of Europe as a platform for discussing 
concepts of ' nation' and ethnicity in Late Antique and early medieval times. Geary's 
primary thesis is that while modem nations claim descent from post-Roman cultures that 
are theorized to have been culturally and ethnically distinct, the kingdoms that coalesced 
after the Roman Empire were not actually composed of a single ethnicity, but a mixture 
of Celtic, Germanic and Roman peoples. Although Geary rejects the theory of past racial 
7 Chronicon Roskildense, in Scriptores Minores Historiae Danicae, vol. l , ed. M.CI. Gertz 
(Copenhagen: Kommission Hos, 1917-8), 14-33; Chro11ico11 Lethrense, in Scriptores Minores Historiae 
Danicae, 43-54; Erick Christiansen, introduction to The Works of Sven Aggesen: Twelfth-Century 
Historian, ed. Erick Christiansen (London: Viking Society for Northern Research), 19. 
6 
purity, he does admit that medieval people had some sense of national identity, but it 
failed to unite the highest and lowest segments of the community. People identified more 
with their class and status than to what country they belonged. 8 
Looking at medieval Denmark, a national identity was emerging m the late 
twelfth century as a result of changes in their political and ecclesiastical atmosphere and 
increased contact with Europe. It is difficult to state with certainty, though, how the 
different levels of Danish society perceived their postions. The lowest members of 
society may have identified themselves based on their social status, religion, or family 
unit. Certainly, the king and his courtiers considered themselves Danes, as they were the 
only institution that symbolized any cohesion in Danish society. Denmark's hierarchical 
structure of numerous local assemblies and four major provincial assemblies extended the 
political nation into a local context, but this may have resulted in a provincial mentality at 
the expense of a national one. Prior to Valdemar's reign, no overarching political 
institution existed, with the exception of the kingship, to subsume the provincial 
assemblies and cultivate a Danish political identity. One of the motivations behind the 
Gesta Danorum may have been to support Valdemar's governmental reforms toward this 
end by formulating a literary testament to the Danish spirit.9 
While creating a compelling perspective for w1derstanding the ethnogenesis of 
medieval peoples, Geary also raises an interesting point regarding the portrayal of the 
8 Patrick Geary, The Myth of Nations: The Medieval Origins of Europe (Princeton: Princeton 
Universi7 Press, 2002), 19-20. 
Birgit Sawyer, "Valdemar, Absalon, and Saxo: Historiography and Politics in Medieval 
Denmark," Revue Beige de Philologie et d 'Histoire 63 (1985): 686. 
7 
Late Antiquity and the Middle Ages in nineteenth- and twentieth-century historiography. 
Nationalist historians throughout Europe during this time were manufacturing histories 
that anachronistically depicted the foundations of their respective countries in the Middle 
Ages by ethnically pure leaders possessed of a patriotic consciousness. 10 
Geary's comments, while true for nationalistic historiography, reqmre further 
discussion when considering the Gesta Danorum. These nationalistic historians were not 
the first to fabricate a nationalistic sentiment in the past through self-identifying 
mythology. Writing almost eight centuries before the advent of nationalist propaganda, 
Saxo Grammaticus projected a national identity onto an ancient past and wove a Danish 
history from Scandinavian mythology for contemporary purposes. 11 
Other medieval historians like Dudo of St. Quentin, Widukind, and Geoffrey of 
Monmouth depicted their respective nations originating from Trojan refugees and, 
therefore, linked their ancestries with Aeneas' Rome. 12 Employing a different technique, 
Saxo does not portray the Danish people as a derivative of Rome; he begins the history of 
Denmark with eponymous king, Dan. Saxo then borrowed from various Scandinavian 
sagas and oral traditions but placed them within the context of Denmark to form a 
continuous line of royal succession from Dan to Valdemar.13 
10 Geary, 10-11 
11 Ibid. 
12 Rjchard W. Southern, "Aspects of European Tradition of Historical Writing: The Classical 
Tradition from Einhard to Geoffrey of Monmouth," Transactions of the Royal Historical Society, 5th ser., 
20 ( 1970): 189-90. 
13 Saxo Grarnmaticus, History of the Danes, 14; Lars Boje Mortensen, "Saxo Grammaticus' View 
of the Origin of the Danes and his Historiograpbic Models," Cahiers de / 'Jnstitut du Moyen-Age grec et 
/ati11 55 ( 1987): 172-3. 
8 
The primary question is why Saxo chose to include legendary material in the 
Gesta Danorum. Could Saxo have adopted the idea of using native mythology from 
another historian, and, if so, from whom? There appears to be very little precedent for 
Saxo's activities. A few medieval historians augmented their texts with fragments of 
native material, but none compared to Saxo's extensive elaboration of Scanclinavian lore. 
The Gesta Danorum comprised sixteen books, over half of which (books one through 
nine) consist of intricate tales about mythical kings and heroes. This makes Saxo almost 
unique among the mainstream historians of bis time. 
The only history at all comparable with the Gesta Danon.tm is Geoffrey of 
Monmouth's Hisloria Regum Britanniae (History of the Kings of Britain). In his work, 
Geoffrey constructs a history of ancient Britain using not only historical details acquired 
from Gildas, Bede, Nennius and other historians, but also legendary material from native 
Welsh and Briton traditions. 14 While Geoffrey's motives and distortion of his sources 
have inspired voluminous investigations, the fact remains that both Saxo and Geoffrey 
created narratives that fused native mythology and history. 
Despite his use of legendary material, though, Saxo's Gesta includes elements 
typical of twelfth-century historiography and learning. At its height in the twelfth 
century, the universal chronicle grew into a distinct genre that delineated a history of 
salvation and divine providence. Universal historians traced world history through a 
14 Rachel Bromwich, "The Character of the Early Welsh Tradition:· in Studies in Early British 
History, ed. H.M. Chadwick, Nora Chadwick, et al. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1959), 123-
5; Robert llanning, The Vision of History in Early Britain (New York: Columbia University Press, 1966), 
chap. I passim. 
9 
succession of kingdoms and their relation to Chri stianity's evolution. The preeminent 
example of universal historiography at this time was Otto of Freising's text, De duabus 
Civitatibus (Two Cities); however, it is difficult to trace directly Otto's influence on 
Saxo. 15 The Gesta Danorum cannot of course be considered a universal history, but it 
did contain elements similar to universal hi storiography. 16 ln addition, Saxo's work 
reflected an admiration of classical literature and use of Roman historical themes that 
were characteristic of the time. 17 
Classifying Saxo Grammaticus as an historian typical of the Twelfth-Century 
Renaissance should come as no surprise, considering what historians have deduced about 
hi s education. While much of Saxo's biography remains obscure, hi storians are certain 
Saxo belonged to the secular clergy and may have been Archbishop Absalon 's clerk or a 
member of a cathedral chapter. The only direct reference to Saxo comes from Sven 
Aggesen's Brevis historia. When he discussed the reigns of Sven Estridsen's sons, Sven 
deemed it unnecessary to render too much detai l because Absalon had informed him that 
his colleague, Saxo, was composing a great history of Denmark "in a more elegant 
style."18 This comment suggests not only that Sven was familiar with Saxo's task, but 
is Hans-Werner Goetz, "On the Universality of Universal History," in l 'Historiograpliie 
Medievale en Europe, ed. Jean-Philippe Genet (Paris, Editions de Centre National de la recherche, 1991 ), 
248, 258; Roben Southern, Scholastic Humanism and the Unification of Europe, vol. I, Foundations 
(Oxford: Blackwell Publishers Ltd., 200 I), 210-211. 
16 Inge Skovgaard-Petersen, "Saxo Grammaticus: A National Chronicler Making Use of the Genre 
Chronica Universalis,'' in l 'Historiographie Medievale en Europe, 334-339-40. 
17 Marcia Colish, Medieval Foundations of the Western Intellectual Tradition. 400-1400 (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1998), 176; Karsten Friis-Jensen, Saxo Grammat1cus as Latin Poet: Studies 
in the Verse Passages of the Gesta Danonm1 (Rome: L'Erma di Bretschneider, 1987), 13-17; James 
Westfall Thompson, A History of Historical Writing, vol. 1, From the Earliest Times to the Seventeenth 
Century (New York: The MacMillan Company, 1942), 192-3. 
18 Sven Aggesen, "A Short History of the Kings of Denmark" in The Works of Sven Aggesen, 65. 
10 
that Saxe possessed an education sufficient enough for him to employ a more 
sophisticated style of Latin prose and verse. 
Several historians, particularly Karsten Friis-Jensen, believe that Saxe studied in 
one of the schools in northern France. Based on similar styles of Latin, use and study of 
Roman authors, and Saxe's intricate use of prosopography typical to French authors of 
the time, Saxe may have studied at a school in Reims, Orleans, or Paris. 19 During the 
twelfth century, Danish students frequently traveled great distances in order to receive an 
education. So many, in fact, traveled to the University of Paris that a Danish college was 
founded there in 1170. Saxe's patron, Absalon, had studied in Paris, as did his 
predecessor, Archbishop Eskil.20 Even Absalon's successor, Anders Sunes~m. had 
studied extensively at universities in Paris, Bologna, and Oxford.21 While Saxe can be 
firmly categorized as part of the Twelfth-Century Renaissance, his elaborate 
reinterpretation of legendary material differentiated him from other writers of the time. 
Scholars have studied Saxe Grammaticus for decades, have examined many 
aspects of his writings, and have developed many theories regarding why the Gesta 
Danorum was prepared. None of them, however, addresses the utilization of 
mythological material as a conscious choice on the part of Saxe. In a variety of articles, 
Inge Skovgaard-Petersen theorizes that Saxe organized his sixteen books according to 
universal historiography and the history of salvation. The fust four books deal with the 
19 Friis-Jensen, Saxo Grammaticus as Latin Poet, 13-17. 
20 Oakley, 65; Sverre Bagge, "Nordic Students at Foreign Universities until 1660," Scandinavian 
Journal 0£ History 9 (1984): 3-6. 
1 Friis-Jensen, Saxo Grammaticus as Latin Poet, 13. 
11 
pre-Christian history of Denmark; the second four focus on Denmark after the birth of 
Christ; the third four start with Denmark's conversion under Harald Bluetooth and the 
foundation of a Danish Church; and the fourth group starts with Denmark's achievement 
of the archdiocese at Lund in Skane. Skovgaard-Petersen identifies this with the 
contemporary trend of universal history exemplified by Otto of Freising' s text; however, 
she denies that Saxo had any other similarities or connections to medieval chronicles. 22 
While Skovgaard-Petersen rightly draws attention to Saxo's incorporation of universal 
historiography, Saxo's history contains more traces of twelfth-century scholarship than 
those considered by Skovgaard-Petersen. 
In fact, most of Karsten Friis-Jensen's publications have endeavored to prove that 
Saxo was closely involved with the intellectual environment of medieval Europe. 
According to Friis-Jensen, Denmark's educational infrastructure was more sophisticated 
and connected to contemporary European movements than has been previously realized. 
Saxo wrote his history to reflect this and bestowed upon Denmark a heritage as rich as 
that of Rome. The problem with this argument is that it does not recognize Saxo's 
conscious choice to base a large part of his text on mythology. If Saxo had wanted to 
provide Denmark with a Roman history, he could have employed the more conventional 
approaches adopted by his contemporaries. Instead, Saxo took advantage of all the 
material at his disposal and created his unique history. 
In another argument, somewhat similar to Skovgaard-Petersen's, Kurt 
Johannesson proposes that Saxo tried to exemplify the four cardinal virtues of fortitude, 
12 
justice, providence, and temperance. Therefore, each book contained a moral lesson that 
exhibited one or more of the ideals to benefit those in power. According to Johannesson, 
Saxo may have modeled his work on Cicero's De officiis, which illustrated the 
manifestation of virtues from the works of poets and historians.23 Johannesson's 
argument is germaine as far as it goes; however, he fails to account for Saxo's use of 
myths and legends. If Saxo's motive was to present a collection of exempla, why extend 
it into ancient times? Could not Saxo have chosen and incorporated exempla from 
contemporary events and recent history? If Saxo did embed various moral lessons into 
his history, why illustrate them through myth and legend? 
This thesis will argue that Denmark in the twelfth century was expenencmg 
dynamic cultural change as its institutions of church and government were being modeled 
on contemporary European examples. Subsequently, this led to a new cultural synthesis 
between native Danish and medieval European culture in general. The organization of 
Saxo's history reflects this new sense of national identity as he blends native legends with 
historical traditions in a style comparable to the historiographical conventions of the time 
and creates a manuscript that displayed the noble heritage of Denmark. Therefore, in 
trying to understand Saxo's motivation and context, the historian studying the Gesta 
Danorum of Saxo Grammaticus is rewarded with a fascinating perspective into Danish 
history and culture. 
22Skovgaard-Petersen, "Saxo Grammaticus: A National Chronicler," 333-4, 339-40. 
23 Kurt Johannesson, "Order in Gesta Danorum and Order in the Creation," in Saxo Grammaticus: 
A Medieval Author Between Norse and Latin Culture, ed. Karsten Friis-Jensen (Copenhagen: Museum 
Tusculaneum Press, 1981), 97-100. 
CHAPTER TWO 
CROWN, CROSS, AND SWORD: THE FORMATION OF 
A DANISH NATIONAL IDENTITY 
The Gesta Danorum may compel intellectual and literary historians with its 
composition, language, and content, but it also offers a unique opportunity to explore the 
interaction between medieval historiography and contemporary politics. Throughout the 
Middle Ages, events in the political sphere profoundly affected the tone and motivation 
of medieval historians. The Investiture Controversy, for example, provoked the writing 
of histories that either supported or refuted the claims of the Holy Roman Empire against 
the Papacy and vice versa. Subsequently, any examination of Saxo Grammaticus's 
intellectual context and purpose in writing must take into account the political 
atmosphere of twelfth-century Denmark. 
In their comprehensive study, Medieval Scandinavia, Peter and Birgit Sawyer 
briefly address Saxo's political context and theorize that he composed his history to 
legitimize the reign ofa new king, Valdemar I, and his strengthening ofroyal authority.1 
Certainly, the Sawyers' hypothesis highlights an essential point in the motivation behind 
the Gesta Danorum; however, it is not sufficient to answer the very complex question of 
why a Danish history was written in the twelfth century because it does not approach the 
1 Peter Sawyer and Birgit Sawyer, Medieval Scandinavia: From Conversion to Reformation, 800-
1500 (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1993), 230-1. 
13 
14 
coincident events of the ·twelfth century that may have contributed to a burgeoning 
Danish national identity. 
This chapter argues that Saxo wrote at Absalon's behest due to the confluence of 
three factors- a newly consolidated kingship and reformed administration created in the 
image of a contemporary Christian government; an independent Danish archdiocese 
staffed primarily by native clergy; and a wealthy empire along the coast of the Baltic Sea. 
By themselves, reforms of the Danish government do not explain the appearance of the 
Gesta Danorum; however, considering those reforms in conjunction with a national 
church of Denmark and a new empire reveals an incipient national identity that 
culminated in the Gesta Danorum. Historians and archaeologists debate the point in time 
when Denmark became a unified kingdom, but they generally agree that by Saxo's time 
(A.D. 1190), the kingdom of Denmark had existed for over two centuries. What 
differentiated the institution of kingship during the reign of the Valdemar kings from that 
of previous kings? In conjunction, what other events of the latter half of the twelfth 
century prompted Danish leaders to patronize a national literary monument and what role 
did the church play in its creation? 
Tracing the history of the Danish kingship and state between the eighth and 
eleventh centuries, however, poses a problem. The modern idea of "state" is 
anachronistic for the Middle Ages and does not accurately describe the nature of the 
Danish kingdom.2 In The Viking Age in Denmark, Klavs Randsborg furnishes a 
functional definition of a state as "a large, stable political unit with a high level of 
2 Ole Fenger, "From Tribal Law to a Concept of State," in Hevdingesamfund og Kongemakt, ed. 
Peder Mortensen and Birgit Rasmussen (Aarhus: Jysk Arkreologisk Selskabs Skrifter, 1991), 295. 
15 
production."3 Randsborg further articulates his definition by distinguishing between a 
primary and secondary state. A primary state is one that matured independent of contact 
with an existing state. Examples of primary states include those ancient civilizations of 
the Old and New Worlds. Secondary states, however, formed through contact with a pre-
existing state. In the case of Denmark, this led to a state based on native elements, but 
influenced by Western European society and Christianity.4 
The difference between primary and secondary states vanes, though, where 
Western Europe is concerned. Many of the kingdoms that developed there resulted from 
a synthesis between invading Germanic tribes and the vestiges of Roman society (the 
church, towns, trade via the Mediterranean) following the gradual breakdown of the 
Roman Empire. Consequently, Denmark, as a secondary state, evolved without a pre-
existing Roman infrastructure, but through contact with external states like the Frankish 
Empire, Constantinople, and the Baghdad Caliphate. 5 
Unfortunately, tracing the origins of the Danish kingship is an extremely difficult 
pursuit due to poor source material. Before the eleventh century, few contemporary 
sources discuss royal power and the nature of politics in Denmark. The earliest 
references to Scandinavia come from a few isolated Greek and Roman geographers like 
Pytheus of Massalia, Strabo, and Pliny the Elder.6 During the early Middle Ages, a few 
like the historian Jordanes (sixth century), the missionary Willibrord (early ·eighth 
3 KJavs Randsborg, The Viking Age in Denmark: The Formation of a State (London: Gerald 
Duckworth & Co., 1980), 7. 
4 Randsborg, Viking Age in Denmark, 7-9. 
5 Henri Pirenne, Medieval Cities: Their Origins and the Revival of Trade, trans. Frank Halsey 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1970), 3-15; Randsborg, 9; Else Roesdahl, The Vikings, trans. Susan 
Margeson and Kirsten Williams (London: Penguin Books, 1998), 64-5; Palle Lauring, A History of the 
Kingdom of Denmark, trans. David Hohnen (Copenhagen: Host and Sons, 1960), 38-9. 
6 Edward G. Turville-Petre, The Heroic Age of Scandinavia (Westport: Greenwood Press, 1976), 
9-14. 
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century), and the Annales Regni Francorum (Royal Frankish Annals) allude in passing to 
events in Denmark. Although these sources supply some information, the authors have 
certainly interpreted the Danes from their own, distant viewpoint and interests and must, 
therefore, be interpreted with caution. Other sources, including archaeology, 
numismatics, and runestones, can frequently augment historical sources and yield a 
wealth of material. 7 
0 50 
' I, 
'-···"-, 
~ \ ('<.,, \ 
"\ \ 
Fig. 1. Map of Denmark in the Middle Ages. 
Reprinted from Else Roesdahl, The Vikings 
(London: The Penguin Press, 1998), 141. 
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From these various sources, historians now surmise that the boundaries of 
Denmark had formed by the early eighth century and then encompassed the peninsula of 
Jutland, the large islands of Fyn and Sjrelland in addition to the smaller neighboring 
islands (approximately 500), and the provinces of Skane and Halland on the southern tip 
7 Peter Sawyer, "Kings and Royal Power, " in H((!Vdingesamfund og Kongemakt, 282; Erich 
Hoffmann, "The Unity of the Kingdom and Provinces of Denmark during the Middle Ages," in Danish 
Medieval History: New Currents, ed. Niels Lund and Niels Skyum-Nielsen (Copenhagen: Museum 
Tusculaneum Press, 1981 ), 95. 
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of Sweden (See Figure 1 ). Denmark was doubtless the first territory in Scandinavia to 
achieve the status of a stable kingdom as it was the southernmost realm and, 
subsequently, had more contact with European states than its Scandinavian neighbors did. 
In addition, Denmark had several advantages that contributed to the founding of a stable 
political unit. While fertile and densely populated, Denmark held a strategic location that 
allowed it to control the entrance to the Baltic Sea and, subsequently, to dominate the 
trade between Western Europe and the Baltic peoples, from whom the Danes extracted 
tribute.8 
The processes leading to the formation of the Danish kingdom, however, remain 
obscure, but the archaeological evidence suggests that this was happening in the mid-
eighth century. Traditionally, the Jelling dynasty, founded by Gorm in the tenth century, 
has been credited with unifying Denmark and bolstering royal authority. Archaeological 
excavations along the Danevirke, a fortification wall along Denmark's southern border 
traditionally attributed to the Jelling dynasty, imply otherwise (See Figure 1). Specimens 
extracted from the preserved wood of the Danevirke have been dated using 
dendrochronology to the middle of the eighth century (A.D. 737) during the reign of King 
Ongendus. In addition, the eighth century also witnessed the construction of a canal on 
the island of Sams0 and the founding of a town at Ribe. Based on Ongendus's capability 
to rally labor for large-scale building, historians have reevaluated his position and suspect 
8 Else Roesdahl, Viking Age Denmark, trans. Susan Margeson and Kirsten Williams (London: 
British Museum Publications, 1982), 15; Peter Sawyer, "Cnut's Scandinavian Empire," in The Reign of 
Cnut: King of England, Denmark, and Norway, ed. Alexander Rumble (London: Leicester University 
Press, 1994), 12. 
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he was more than a petty chieftain and that the kingdom of Denmark existed before the 
reigns of Gorm and his son, Harald. 9 
It is extremely difficult to ascertain how much effective power and authority early 
kings such as Ongendus exercised, but they were probably overlords with little practical 
power outside of leading the warbands. One of the earliest glimpses into Danish kingship 
is the reign of Godfred (d. 810) in the early ninth century. As Denmark still lacked native 
historical documents, most of the information on Godfred comes from the Anna/es Regni 
Francorum and Einhard 's biography of Charlemagne- both of which refer to Denmark 
as a single kingdom. These suggest that Godfred was more than just a petty king; he was 
a kind of overlord. He conducted extended campaigns against the Slavs and Frisians, 
established several towns, and arrayed formidable opposition to Charlemagne's 
northward expansion, which implies a great deal of strength. While lacking the power to 
tax his subjects, Godfred maintained his right to collect dues, tolls, and fines generated 
through commerce and merchant activity in the towns. 10 
Scholars remain uncertain exactly when and how Denmark matured into a state, 
but they believe that Godfred's reign was one of the crucial formation periods. One 
stimulus for unity may have come from an external threat manifest in the Carolingian 
Empire. 11 In the late eighth century, Charlemagne expanded his empire north into 
Saxony, which made him Denmark's southern neighbor. Meanwhile, Godfred conducted 
9 Neils Lund, "Viking Age Society in Denmark- Evidence and Theories," in Danish Medieval 
History, 28-9; Roesdahl, Vikings, 73; Turville-Petre, Heroic Age of Scandinavia, 78. 
10 Lund, "Viking Society," 29; Peter Sawyer, Kings and Vikings: Scandinavians and Europe, 700-
1100. (London: Methuen, 1982), 55, 144; Gwyn Jones, A History of the Vikings (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1983), 102-3. 
11 David Whitton, "The Society of Northern Europe in the High Middle Ages, 900-1200." In The 
Oxford History of Medieval Europe, ed. George Holmes (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992), 163. 
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raids on Carolingian territory while fortifying and extending the Danevirke, which 
suggests that a degree of hostility existed between the two rulers. 12 
Besides an external threat, commercial activity may have been an internal factor 
in the evolution of Denmark. The effective authority of Danish kings may have been 
primarily manifested in their military campaigns, but recent evidence from archaeology 
and numismatics has revealed that Godfred may have held a monopoly on the trade 
conducted in his kingdom. During the early Middle Ages, engaging in trade and 
acquiring exotic luxury items enhanced the status of the society's elites and a king, such 
as Godfred, recognized the potential to increase his authority and revenue. Kings 
monopolized trade and prevented their subjects from diverting status goods from their 
control by confining trading activities to specific areas, called emporia. During the 
eighth and early ninth centuries, a complex network of trade centers stretched along the 
coasts of Northern and Western Europe. Some of the best known emporia were at 
Dorestad and Quentovic in Western Europe, Hamwic on the coast of England, and Ribe 
and Hedeby in Denmark. 13 
By the middle of the eighth century, Denmark was a popular trading partner for 
Western Europe because it controlled access to the Baltic Sea and merchants from Frisia 
and the Frankish Empire traded for fur, amber, and walrus ivory. 14 An account by a 
Scandinavian trader, Ohthere, suggests that most of this exported material was received 
12 T.K. Derry, A History of Scandinavia: No1way, Sweden, Denmark, Finland, and Iceland 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1979), 29-30; Stewart Oakley, A Short History of Denmark 
(New York: Praeger Publications, 1970), 29; Jones, History of the Vikings, 99. 
13 Richard Hodges and David Whitehouse, Mohammed, Charlemagne, and the Origins of Europe 
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1983), 91-2, 101 ; Peter Sawyer, The Age of the Vikings (New York: St. 
Martin's Press, 1971), 4; Randsborg, 9; David Webster, "Warfare and the Evolution of the State: A 
Reconsideration," American Antiquity 40, no. 4 (1975): 468; Roesdahl, Vikings, 68. 
14 P. Sawyer and B. Sawyer, Medieval Scandinavia, 144; Edward James, "The Northern World in 
the Dark Ages, 400-900," in The Oxford History of Medieval Europe, 99. 
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as tribute from Slavs along the Baltic coast. In an Old English transcription of Ohthere's 
journey, Ohthere describes his collection of goods from a tribe of Finns. 
But their [the Scandinavian traders] wealth consists for the most part of the tribute 
that the Finns pay to them. That tribute is in deer skins and in bird feathers 
[eiderdown] and whale bone [or walrus tusk] and in ship rope which is made of 
whale and seal hide. Each pays in accordance with his birthrank; the highest 
birthrank paying 15 marten skins and five reindeer and one bear skin and ten 
measures of feathers and of bear skin coats or otter skin and two shipropes each of 
which must be 60 ells long and made either of whale or seal hide. 15 
According to Ohthere, this tribute would be sold at Hedeby. 16 Such tributary 
relationships probably existed with most of the Scandinavian trade centers in Eastern 
Europe. Merchants in Russian trading centers at Staraja Ladoga and Beloosero, though, 
did not collect tribute exclusively for trade with Western Europe. Throughout the late 
eighth and ninth centuries, Scandinavian traders were also in contact with Muslims along 
the coast of the Caspian Sea in the city of Mohammadiyah, where merchants exchanged 
silver for furs, slaves, and other luxury items from Northern Europe. 17 
Godfred's involvement with the Danish emporium of Hedeby best exhibited the 
importance he placed on exploiting commerce. Launching a raid upon the Slavic town of 
Reric in A.D. 808, Godfred demolished the settlement and transplanted the population of 
Slavic merchants to Hedeby, probably with the intention of creating an international 
emporium. Hedeby was well suited for international trade because it was located at a 
15 Ac hyra ar is mrest on prem gafole pe oa Finnas him gyldao. f>ret gafol bio on deora fellum, and 
on fugela feoerum, and hwales bane, and on orem sciprapum pe beoo of hwreles hyde geworht and of 
seoles. JEghwilc gylt be bys gebyrdum: se byrdesta sceall gyldan fiftyne mearoes fell and fif hranes, and 
an beran fel, and tyn ambra feora, and berenne kyrtel oooe yterenne, and twegen sciprapas: regper sy syxtig 
elna lang, oper sy of hwreles hyde geworht, oper of sioles.;Translated by author from "The Voyages of 
Ohthere and Wulfstan," in Bright 's Old English Grammar and Reader, ed. Frederic Cassidy and Richard 
Ringler, 3rd ed., (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich College Publishers, 1971), 188, lines 41-47; cross-
referenced with "Ohthere's Account," in Two Voyagers at the Court of King Alfred: The Ventures of 
Ohthere and Wulfstan together with the Description of Northern Europe from the Old English Orosius, ed. 
Niels Lund, trans., Christine Fell (York: William Sessions Limited, 1984), 20. 
16 Ibid. 
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crossroads between the North and Baltic Seas. 18 Such a trade center would have attracted 
merchants from throughout Europe. Many of these traders may have required royal 
patronage and a promise of protection as they were in a foreign land and the king 
provided it for a price. Such associations appeared in Jaw codes of West Saxony and 
England at this same time and may have existed in Denmark as well.19 
In addition, the large volume of trade offered a tempting target for pirates and 
thieves, so the king offered protection in exchange for tolls and dues. Therefore, a 
reciprocal alliance existed between the Danish king and the merchants visiting his trade 
centers. The king preserved a peaceful atmosphere for trade to flourish and received 
compensation through tolls, customs, and gifts from the various merchants, which 
augmented the revenue from his royal estates. 20 This reciprocal relationship would 
continue to be a bulwark of support for kings throughout the Middle Ages. 
Despite Godfred's attempts to strengthen Denmark and the king's authority, his 
assassination in 810 by his nephew, Hemming fragmented the kingdom between rivaling 
factions. Weak kings ruling over a divided kingdom, often tom by civil war marked the 
years between 810 and the middle of the tenth century. In the early tenth century, 
Swedes captured Hedeby and its surrounding territory.21 The Danish homeland remained 
divided until 930 when Gorm the Old expelled the Swedish interlopers and subjugated 
the petty kingdoms. Uniting Denmark under a single ruler, Gorm founded a new dynasty 
17 P. Sawyer and B. Sawyer, Medieval Scandinavia, 145; Hodges and Whitehouse, Mohammed, 
Charlemarne, 118; Peter Sawyer, "Ohthere and Viking Age Trade," in Two Voyagers at the Court, 43-5. 
1 Hodges and Whitehouse, 113; Roesdahl, Viking Age Denmark, 71; Roesdahl, Vikings, 121-2; P. 
Sawyer, Kings and Vikings, 73; Randsborg, 88. 
19 P. Sawyer and B. Sawyer, 148; Peter Sawyer, "Wies, Kings, and Vikings," in The Vikings: 
Proceedings of the Symposium of the Faculty of Arts of Uppsala University, ed. Thorsten Andersson and 
Karl Inge Sandred (Uppsala: Alrnqvist and Wiksell lntemational, 1978), 25. 
20 Roesdahl, Viking Age Denmark, 86; Roesdahl, Vikings, 118. 
21 Oakley, Short History, 30; P. Sawyer, "Kings and Royal Power," 284. 
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named after the area of Jelling, where both he and his son Harald erected rune-stone 
monuments.22 Unfortunately, very little is known about Gorm except for a rune-stone he 
raised in memory of his wife Thyre-"King Gorm made this monument in memory of 
Thyre, his wife, Denmark's adornment."23 
Gorm reunified the Danish kingdom, but his son, Harald Bluetooth, worked to 
extend royal authority throughout Denmark. While it is not known exactly when Harald 
began his reign, wood recovered from Gorm's burial mound at Jelling yielded a 
dendrochronology date of A.D. 958, which marks a terminus post quem for the death of 
Gorm and Harald's succession. Harald erected a second stone at Jelling to declare his 
achievements of unifying Denmark and converting the Danes to Christianity.24 Over the 
last three decades, scholars have debated the exact meaning of Harald's inscription, but 
the arguments have primarily centered on semantics, philology, and deducing when and 
how Harald executed his claims.25 There is little doubt, however, that Harald's claim is 
accurate and that his reign represents the extension of direct royal control throughout 
Denmark. 26 Evidence from monumental construction and runestones supports this 
hypothesis. 
22 Oakley, 32; Jones, 113; Roesdahl, Vikings, 67. 
23 Quoted in Erik Moltke, Runes and their Origin: Denmark and Elsewhere, trans., Peter Foote 
(Copenhagen: National Museum of Denmark, 1985), 206. 
24 P. Sawyer, "Kings and Royal Power," 284; K.J. Krogh, "The Royal Viking Age Monuments in 
Jelling in the Light of Recent Archaeological Investigations," Acta Archaeologica 53 (1982): 185. 
25 For more information on this debate, please consult Karl Martin Nielsen, "Jelling Problems: A 
Discussion," Medieval Scandinavia 7 (1974): 156-79; Niels Age Nielsen, "Jelling Problems: The Rune 
Stones," Medieval Scandinavia 7, 180-182; Erik Moltke, "The Jelling Mound in the Light of Runic 
Inscriptions," Medieval Scandinavia 7, 183-208; Else Roesdahl, "The Northern Mound: Burial Chamber 
and Grave Goods," Medieval Scandinavia 7, 208-223; Harald Andersen, "Jelling Problmes: On Building 
Mounds," Medieval Scandinavia 7, 223-226; Olaf Olsen, "The 'Sanctuary at Jelling with Some 
Observations on Jelling's Significance in the Viking Age," Medieval Scandinavia 7, 226-234; Niels Lund, 
"'Denemearc,' 'Tenmarkar But' and 'Tanmaurk Ala,'" in People and Places in Northern Europe, 500-
1600, ed. ian Wood and Niels Lund (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 1991), 161-169. 
26 Niels Lund, "The Danish Empire at the End of the Viking Age," in The Oxford Illustrated 
History of the Vikings, ed. Peter Sawyer (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 163. 
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As commerce continued to flourish during the tenth century, sustaining a secure 
environment for merchants persisted as a royal prerogative and Harald's response was 
unique. He authorized the building of four massive fortresses-two on the mainland 
(Jutland) at Aggersborg and Fyrkat, and one on each of the two largest islands, 
Nonnebakken on Fyn and Trelleborg on Sjrelland. These fortifications were strategically 
located to secure trade routes and to serve as strongholds for the internal administration 
of Denmark. Dominating the surrounding landscape as a new manifestation of royal 
power, these installations suggest that Harald was exerting control over regional nobility 
and directly governing areas with royal proxies. A case in point, the fortress at 
Aggersborg was situated along the Limfjor, a major sea route, and could oversee the 
naval passage between the North and Baltic Seas. At that location, it could have easily 
supervised the overland traffic between the northernmost provinces and southern 
Jutland.27 
In addition to the fortresses, the archaeological evidence indicates that Harald's 
reign was a period of extensive building. Harald constructed a rampart around the town 
of Arhus, erected a massive bridge at Ravning Enge, and augmented the Danevirke. 
Most importantly, the king organized an efficient infrastructure through the maintenance 
of a road system. Denmark, much like the Germanic kingdoms and later the Holy Roman 
Empire, was based on itinerant kingship, without a permanent royal residence. To 
administer his realm and reinforce the loyalty of his subjects, the king periodically visited 
the various centers of royal power. The prominent position of the king required him to 
27 Roesdahl, Viking Age Denmark, 68, 74, 76-8; Roesdahl, Vikings, 70-1, 136, 138-9; Else 
Roesdahl, "Aggersborg in the Viking Age," in Proceedings of the Eighth Viking Congress, ed. Hans 
Bekker-Nielsen, Peter Foote, and Olaf Olsen (Odense: Odense University Press, 1981), 110; Olaf Olsen, 
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have at his disposal an efficient communication and travel network to sustain a direct or 
indirect presence throughout his realm. Therefore, by establishing a system of roads in 
conjunction with his fortresses, Harald was able to regulate commerce, collect tolls, and 
extend his effective ability to govern.28 
Perhaps the most intriguing and controversial evidence supporting the 
strengthening and transformation of Danish kingship comes from the analysis of rune-
stones, which are the only contemporary narrative source from Viking Age Denmark. As 
valuable pieces of evidence, rune-stones illustrate changes in kingship because they were 
erected primarily during a time of social and political transformation in Denmark 
between the mid-tenth and early eleventh centuries. The distribution of the stones 
reflects a system of vassalage that resulted from the consolidation of royal power by 
Harald and his successors Sven Forkbeard and Knut the Great.29 
While scholars can infer a wealth of information by interpreting the distribution 
patterns of rune-stones, a certain degree of caution is still necessary. Plotting rune-stone 
distribution is tenuous in that any emergent pattern may be based on only a partial 
percentage of those monuments erected. A pattern may appear, but it may only represent 
the surviving stones and not the original distribution. Such historians as Birgit and Peter 
"Viking Fortresses in Denmark," in Recent Archaeological Excavations in Europe, ed. Rupert Bruce-
Mitford (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul Limited, 1975), 90-110. 
28 Roesdahl, The Vikings, 70-1; John Bernhardt, Itinerant Kingship and Royal Monasteries in 
Early Medieval Germany, 936-1075 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 45-50; Lund, 
"Danish Empire," 159-163; Steen Hvass, "Jelling from Iron Age to Viking Age," in People and Places, 
150. 
29 Randsborg, 22, 168; Birgit Sawyer, "Viking-Age Rune-Stones as a Crisis Symptom," 
Norwegian Archaeological Review 24, no. 2 (1991): 97. 
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Sawyer, however, argue that the rune-stones existing today are an ample representation of 
the Viking Age memorials and any derivative pattern will be reasonably accurate.30 
Rune-stones have previously been interpreted as either monuments 
commemorating Viking warriors who died while fighting abroad, or as reflections of the 
transition from paganism to Christianity. Both explanations are plausible, and not 
incompatible, but neither one entirely answers the question of why rune-stones appeared 
only in the tenth and eleventh centuries. Those stones honoring dead warriors represent 
only a minority of the stones erected. Why, if Vikings had been raiding since the late 
eighth century, do the stones not appear before the tenth century? Concerning 
conversion, many of the stones do reflect the process of conversion, but that does not 
address why rune-stones mention those who patronized their construction, their 
relationship to the dead, and the deceased's social position. Any explanation of the 
sudden explosion in the numbers of rune-stone monuments must address these issues and 
recognize that rune-stones were just as much monuments to the living as they were to the 
dead.31 
Recent investigation suggests that rune-stones exhibited customs of inheritance 
for land, social status, rights, and duties. While remembering the dead, rune-stones also 
honored their patrons and served as public displays of wealth and status. Major 
landowners, called magnates, were incorporated into the new vassalage system where a 
leading individual of the family now held traditional rights, once held by the entire 
family. Under the stronger kingship of Harald and Sven, magnates erected rune-stones in 
30 Lund, "Viking Age Society," 25-6; B. Sawyer, "Viking-Age Rune-Stones," 98; P Sawyer and B. 
Sawyer, 10-12. 
31 B. Sawyer, "Viking-Age Rune-Stones," 101-3; Birgit Sawyer, The Viking-Age Rune-stones: 
Custom and Commemoration in Early Medieval Scandinavia (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 1-3. 
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defense of their traditional land rights. Stones containing new terms of vassalage such as 
thegn and dreng represent newly appointed royal agents who received grants of land in 
exchange for service and were proclaiming their new land rights and titles. Therefore, 
some resisted the change while others acknowledged their acceptance of the new order.32 
These stones were concentrated in the areas of greatest change and subsequently 
illustrated political and religious transition. Southern Jutland and Fyn, traditionally seen 
as the core of the Danish kingdom where the king's direct authority was already 
recognized, contained few stones. Northern Jutland, Sjrelland, and Skane contained the 
majority of the runestones and were the areas most affected by the consolidation of royal 
power.33 
In 987, Harald's reign abruptly ended when his son, Svein Forkbeard rebelled and 
overthrew his father. Forkbeard's reign signified a major transformation in Danish 
kingship as he forged a Danish Empire in the North Sea through the subjugation of 
England, Norway, and parts of Sweden. Between the years of 990 and 1013, Sven 
coordinated and personally led a number of raids along the English coast before 
preparing a full-scale invasion. Previous Scandinavian raids on Western Europe were 
uncoordinated and executed randomly by isolated fleets without the king's direct 
participation. Denmark's unstable domestic politics demanded the king's constant 
vigilance and an extended absence would allow the magnates and provincial assemblies 
to usurp control over the assets that facilitated his strength. By the eleventh century, 
though, Denmark had a more institutionalized governmental structure under the 
32 Randsborg, 22, 168; B. Sawyer, Viking-Age Rune-stones, 146-7. 
33 B. Sawyer, Viking-Age Rune-Stones, 147-8. 
27 
supervision of royal agents. Thus, the king could leave his lands in the care of his 
retainers without weakening his authority.34 
Upon Svein's death in 1014, the kingship eventually passed to his son, Knut, 
whose reign symbolized the first major step toward instilling a Christian kingship in 
Denmark that was similar to its European contemporaries. This transformation would not 
be completed until the twelfth century under Valdemar I and his two sons; however, Knut 
the Great represented the first forerunner with control of the second-largest empire of his 
time.35 During his reign, Knut articulated a law codex for England that, while not 
particularly innovative, established Knut as one of the great rulers of the Middle Ages. 
There is little evidence, though, to believe that Knut codified any laws for Denmark 
despite Sven Aggesen's claim in his brief twelfth-century history of Denmark that Knut 
was "the first to make laws for his retainers."36 
Knut did, however, implement a royally patronized coinage system in Denmark as 
a result of his exposure to the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms, where the laws of .fEthelstan made 
the minting of coins a royal prerogative in the early tenth century. Forkbeard had 
attempted patronize a system of coinage based on the English model, but it had a limited 
distribution and ultimately failed. Knut also employed an English model, but by the late 
1020's, these coins had decreased in similarity to those of England. Numismatic research 
indicates that German and English coins were used more consistently in the North Sea 
than the Danish coins. This suggests that Knut's coinage system was maintained only in 
34 Lauring, History of the Kingdom, 51-2; Oakley, 35; Lund, "The Danish Empire," 167; P. 
Sawyer, "Cnut's Scandinavian Empire," 16; Jones, 364-5; Simon Keynes, "The Vikings in England, 790-
1016," in The Oxford Illustrated Histo1y of the Vikings, 74-6. 
35 P. Sawyer, "Cnut's Scandinavian Empire," 17; Kai H0rby, "The Social History of Medieval 
Denmark," in Danish Medieval History, 39; Derry, Hist01y of Scandinavia, 36, 38; Lauring, 57. 
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Denmark as a way to bolster his control over the Danish economy and was not a standard 
currency in his North Sea Empire.37 
While Knut's reign marked a critical stage in the evolution of Danish government, 
his death in 1035, though, resulted in the collapse of his empire and the weakening of 
Denmark until the reign of his nephew, Sven Estridsen in 1047.38 Estridsen ushered in a 
period of stability and economic strength, but he feared that feuding between his five 
sons over succession to the throne would undermine all that he had accomplished. In an 
attempt to forestall any problems, Estridsen declared that each of his sons would succeed 
him according to their age. Each son was crowned king according to his age, but the 
feuds between Estridsen's two youngest sons, Erik I and Niels threatened to fragment the 
kingdom. Following Niels' death, factions formed around the descendants of Sven's sons 
and the years between 1134 and 114 7 were marked by political turmoil during the reigns 
of Eric II and Eric III. Civil war would ultimately explode in the 1147 when three 
members of the royal family, with equally valid claims for the throne, fought for 
supremacy. 39 
While civil war arose primarily from feuding claimants, the structure of the 
Danish government exacerbated the problem. The kingdom comprised the three major 
provinces of Jutland, Sjrelland, and Skane, each of which held provincial assemblies, 
called things, at Viborg, Ringsted, and Arendal respectively. At these assemblies, 
magnates and nobility gathered to make important decisions regarding new laws and the 
36 Jones, 373; Lund, "Danish Empire," 173-4; Sven Aggesen, "A Short History of the Kings of 
Denmark," in The Works of Sven Aggesen: Twelfth-Century Danish Historian, ed. Erick Christiansen 
(London: Viking Society for Northern Research, 1992), 163. 
37 Kenneth Jonsson, "The Coinage ofCnut," in The Reign ofCnut, 194-5, 223, 226, 230; Brita 
Malmer, "On the Early Coinage of Lund," in People and Places, 188-90. 
38 Lauring, 57-9. 
39 Hoffmann, "Unity of the Kingdom," 96-7, 99-101. 
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elections of kings. While the kingship was traditionally an inherited office, a king 
required the consent of all three major assemblies in order to be legitimate. Traditionally, 
representatives from each thing consulted before the elections and chose a king, thus 
assuring the unanimous election of one king. With three prime centers of power, though, 
there was neither a standard national law nor a national assembly to coordinate the 
elections should the provinces not reach a unanimous vote. As there were three separate 
assemblies and traditional Germanic law allowed any member of the royal family to 
elected, there could ostensibly be three different kings elected, which threatened to 
fragment Denmark into three weaker kingdoms.40 
The political turmoil of the twelfth century shattered Denmark and exposed the 
inherent flaws of having three autonomous voting bodies; however, Valdemar's reforms 
not only restored unity to the kingdom, but also fortified the power of the monarch. Civil 
war erupted in 1147 when Eric III died without an heir and two successors claimed the 
throne-Knut V, grandson of King Niels, and Sven m, son of King Erik IL The 
assemblies of Sjrelland and Skane recognized Sven, while the assembly of Jutland 
recognized Knut. A third claimant, Valdemar, grandson of King Erik I, announced his 
claim to the crown but joined with Knut to defeat Sven. In 1157, the three rivals 
achieved a brief balance of power with the Treaty of Lolland, which divided Denmark 
into three separate territories. Later that same year, Sven assassinated Knut but was 
defeated, in turn, by Valdemar at the battle of Grathe Heathe, which made Valdemar the 
sole king ofDenmark.41 
40 Ibid., 96-7' 100. 
41 Ibid., 101-2; Lauring, 69-71. 
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The reigns of Valdemar and his two sons, Knut VI and Valdemar II are 
considered by historians to have been "the high-water mark of Danish medieval 
history.'742 At this time, the economy of Denmark was prospering with an expansion of 
agricultural activities and an escalation of trade with Europe. The population was 
increasing, which stimulated the founding of new towns and the growth of the burgher 
class.43 This period also represented an unprecedented shift in Danish society toward a 
more centralized kingship and institutions reshaped in the image of contemporary 
European government. Previously, a proportional relationship had existed between the 
king and the magnates and nobles. A strong king could dominate the various assemblies, 
but they flourished under the reign of a weak king. In this context, the kingship was the 
only political institution that bound the nation together. Valdemar initiated reforms of the 
government and administration with the intention of strengthening the monarchy and 
forging a national Danish political structure.44 
Valdemar's first step in reforming the government was to limit the autonomy of 
the provinces and to extend royal control over the nobles and magnates. Hoping to avert 
another crisis of succession, Valdemar restricted royal succession to the descendants of 
his canonized father, Knut Lavard, who thus became a holy ancestor of the Valdemar 
family. As in many of the nations of Central and Western Europe, the oldest legitimate 
son would become co-regent during the father' s lifetime.45 Thus, Valdemar I attempted 
to make a previously electoral office into a hereditary one. Many of the nobles and 
42 Oakley, 61. 
43 Ibid., 61-2. 
44 Hoffmann, "Unity of the Kingdom," 96-7, I 02. 
45 Hoffmann, 102-3. 
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magnates, though, saw this as a restriction of their rights and revolted. Valdemar quelled 
their uprising in 1177 .46 
Valdemar further crippled the assemblies and nationalized the government by 
creating two new national institutions. The first, the king's council, comprised a small 
circle of advisors. While the kings probably always retained a small group of counselors, 
Valdemar institutionalized his group as a formal king's council. The king hand-selected 
the members, which usually included bishops, legal experts, magnates, and the chaplains 
in charge of the royal writing offices.47 The second institution was a national assembly. 
One of the factors behind the civil war had been the election of two different kings by 
different things. Valdemar instituted the national assembly as a single legislative body 
that would absorb most of the duties of the provincial assemblies and foster a national 
consciousness. Despite Valdemar's selection and coronation of his son as co-regent, the 
national assembly was still allowed to "elect" him; however, the process was merely an 
act of homage and consent. 48 Valdemar worked to reform the administration of the 
Danish kingdom; however, at the time of his death, the king was still incidental to the 
creation and execution of the laws created by the assemblies.49 
Upon the death of Valdemar I in 1182, his eldest son, Knut VI succeeded him to 
the throne, having been crowned during Valdemar's lifetime. Knut built upon his 
father's legacy and asserted the king's rights to create new laws and change old ones. 
Practically, though, the king and his advisors prepared a law and submited it to the things 
46 Derry, 45; Hoffman 105-6. 
47 P. Sawyer and B. Sawyer, Medieval Scandinavia, 95. 
48 Ibid., 80; Hoffmann, 102-3, 105. 
49 Eric Christiansen, introduction to The Works of Sven Aggesen, 7. 
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for approval.so Knut's only legislative activity was to codify laws regulating the behavior 
of his retainers. Referred to as the Lex Castrensis, this law code elaborated protocols for 
behavior among the king's courtiers. These laws were originally attributed to Knut the 
Great; however, there is little evidence he issued such laws in Denmark. Archbishop 
Absalon, one of Knut VI's primary advisors, was familiar with Danish history and may 
have associated the new code with Knut the Great because of his reputation in England 
for compiling a law codex. Initially, these laws applied only to the members of Knut's 
court, but, with time, it would affect magnates and other freedmen. s1 
In 1202, Valdemar II succeeded his brother, Knut, to the throne and continued to 
establish laws and refine the administration of the realm. One of his more notable 
achievements was the Landskabslovene, which was an updated and consolidated version 
of early laws from the separate provinces. This law code claimed to be primarily based 
on ancient judicial concepts; however, many of them appear to have been revised to 
support the increased authority of the king. For example, family blood feuds that resulted 
from injuries and murder were substituted by fines to the victim, the victim's family, and 
the king. Before Valdemar II, the king had a substantial amount of income and resources, 
but his legislative authority was neglected. This codex denotes the first transcription of 
Danish traditional laws and contributed to the exercise of a new royal authority.52 
To support his efforts with Danish law, Valdemar II also refined the 
administration of the government and created royal offices of chancellor, marshal, and 
steward. The office of chancellor dealt with correspondence and record keeping; the 
so Hoffmann, 103. 
51 
"The Law of the Retainers of the Court," in The Works of Sven Aggesen, 33-4; "Supplement to 
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marshal commanded the king's army; and the steward served as the king's treasurer and 
personal secretary.53 Thus, during his reign, Valdemar II refined the administration of the 
kingdom and endowed Denmark with its first national law code to replace the numerous 
provincial laws that preceded it. In general, the reigns of Valdemar II, his father, and his 
brother sought to create a single Danish nation from a confederation of provinces. 
One essential factor that contributed to the stability and strength of the Valdemar 
kings was their alliance with the clergy. Throughout Danish history, the church had acted 
as a pillar of support for the struggling monarchs. The first king to convert to 
Christianity was Harald Klak (mid-ninth century); however, this was neither the first 
emergence of Christianity in Denmark nor did it represent the official conversion of the 
Danes. The first Christian foray into Denmark was a missionary named Willibrord, who 
attempted to convert the Danes during Ongendus' reign; however, his mission failed. 54 
In 826, Ebo, an archbishop of Reims and papal legate to Northern Europe, led a second 
mission into Denmark at the behest of Louis the Pious. It, too, failed. Anskar, a monk 
from Corbey, led the first mission that achieved any measureable success. Having 
received permission from Harald Klak, Anskar established a small church and school in 
Hedeby. Based on Anskar' s limited success, the pope awarded him with the newly 
created archbishopric at Hamburg and named him the official papal legate to the people 
of the North. 55 
Missionary activity achieved some success in the ninth century with the 
establishment of bishoprics at Hedeby and Ribe, but Christianity's largest victory was the 
52 H~Yrby, 40-2; Christiansen, introduction, 8-9; Jones, 345-6. 
53 Oakley, 64-5 . 
54 Roesdahl, Vikings, 159 
ss Jones, 106-7. 
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baptism of Harald Bluetooth and the official conversion of the Danes in 960. According 
to the Saxon chronicler, Widukind, a missionary named Poppo underwent a trial by 
ordeal, which convinced Harald to accept baptism and christianize Denmark. Despite 
Widukind's religious depiction, Bluetooth may have been politically motivated to convert 
and impede the German emperor, Otto I, from invading Denmark under the pretense of a 
Crusade. As Scandinavia had escaped Roman occupation, the arrival of Christianity 
linked Denmark to the Latin culture of Western Europe. The church imparted to the king 
an extant administrative structure of literate priests and churchmen. It is possible that by 
establishing a new religion, Harald made a symbolic break with tradition that allowed 
him to augment his royal power.56 
Nonetheless, Harald's conversion created an avenue for German influence on 
Denmark through the archbishops of Hamburg-Bremen. Since Anskar's missionary in 
the ninth century, Scandinavian Christianity was under the purview of Hamburg-
Bremen.57 Bluetooth has been favorable toward Hamburg, but his son, Forkbeard 
ushered in a new policy against the German archbishops after his revolt. Initially, Sven 
persecuted Christianity in Denmark, but eventually submitted to baptism. With Denmark 
under the archdiocese's supervision, there was also a tendency for German kings to 
consider Denmark as their fief. Sven aspired to escape German influence, so he exiled 
most of the German bishops from Denmark and replaced them with bishops from 
England. When Knut came to power, he continued his father's policy by recruiting 
ecclesiastics from England and began negotiating with the Papacy to get Denmark its 
56 Roesdahl, Vikings, 160; Derry, 42; Hoffmann, 98; Jones, 160; P. Sawyer, Kings and Vikings, 9-
10; P. Sawyer and B. Sawyer, 60, 101; Randsborg, 22; Joseph Lynch, The Medieval Church: A Brief 
History (London: Longman, 1992), 240. 
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own archdiocese at Roskilde. Naturally, Hamburg-Bremen aggressively resisted 
Denmark's attempts at religious autonomy. At one point, three English bishops were 
travelling to Denmark, but one of them was captured, according to Adam of Bremen, and 
forced to promise fidelity and subjection to the archbishops ofHamburg.58 
Most kings worked closely with the church, but it was Sven Estridsen who laid 
the foundation for a strong working relationship between the king and the church. In fact, 
a great friendship blossomed between Sven and Wilhelm, the bishop ofRoskilde. During 
his reign, Sven Estridsen established several new dioceses and defined the borders of 
ecclesiastical parishes to enforce Christianity among the Danes, many of whom retained 
elements of paganism. Estridsen, like his predecessors, coveted a Danish church that was 
autonomous of Hamburg-Bremen and the German emperor, who frequently demanded 
that Denmark pay him homage as his vassal.59 
It was not until 1104, though, that Denmark received its own archdiocese. The 
church reforms of the eleventh and twelfth century reached Denmark relatively quickly 
with moderate success, but their primary effect was contributing toward the creation of a 
Danish archdiocese at Lund. During the Investiture Controversy, Liemar, the archbishop 
of Hamburg-Bremen supported Henry IV against Gregory VII and was deposed. 
Subsequently, the Papacy reduced the authority of the German archbishops and removed 
Scandinavia from their sphere of influence by creating an independent archdiocese at 
Lund.60 This freed Denmark religiously and politically because it eliminated the Holy 
58 Lund, "Cnut's Danish Kingdom," 340; Lund, "Danish Empire," 173-4; Adam of Bremen, 
History of the Archbishops of Hamburg-Bremen, trans. Francis J. Tschan (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 1959), 73. 
59 Lauring, 63; Saxo Grammaticus, Danorum Regum Heroumque Historia: Books X-XVI: The Text 
of the First Edition with Translation and Commentary in Three Volumes, vol. I, Books X, XI, XII, and XIII, 
trans. Eric Christiansen (Oxford: B.A.R., 1980), 62. 
60 P. Sawyer and B. Sawyer, 114-5. 
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Roman Emperor's primary avenue of interference. This archdiocese symbolized 
religious and, temporarily, political independence from the Holy Roman Empire, but it 
would also become a source of national unity and a strong ally for the Danish kings.61 
During Valdemar's reign, the church persevered as a staunch ally of the king, 
especially when Absalon, Valdemar's closest friend and ally, became the Archbishop of 
Lund. This alliance between church and state is best exhibited in Valdemar's coronation 
in 1170. As the first Danish king to be crowned in the Latin Christian style, Valdemar 
received a divine mandate from the church that conferred a holy element upon his reign. 
This same ceremony also celebrated the sanctity of Valdemar's father, Knut Lavard, thus 
reinforcing the divine sanction of Valdemar and his heirs with a canonized ancestor.62 
The Danish church supported the kings and helped them exercise their authority, 
but it was also the source of a new Danish historiography, of which Saxo Grammaticus 
was representative. Although Denmark's political transition during the Valdemar period 
was significant and contributed heavily to the patronage of Saxo' s history in 1190, the 
advancement of the Danish church from an institution imposed from the outside to one 
that had become distinctly Danish in both custom and the nationality of its priests was the 
second factor that created a prime atmosphere for Saxo's history. Changes in the 
political structure of Denmark may have been sufficient to inspire the writing of history, 
but without a Danish national church there would not have been a mechanism for the 
creation of such a literary monument. Therefore, the nationalization of the church, in 
conjunction with the need to glorify the contemporary political situation, must have 
61 Hoffmann, 98. 
62 Derry, 45; P. Sawyer and B. Sawyer, 90; Knut Lavard was a son of King Eric I and was 
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inspired the creation of a historical text that would epitomize the new national 
consciousness and helped transcend the provincial fractures of previous history.63 
The elevation of Lund to the seat of the archbishop was a major step in the 
maturation of the Danish church, but there were other attributes of a vibrant church 
culture in Denmark. In 1079, Pope Gregory VII wrote to the monarch of Denmark and 
recommended that he send members of elite Danish families to some of the universities 
for religious schooling. These clergy would then return to Denmark and educate their 
colleagues. 64 Within ten years, a cathedral chapter was founded in Lund. By the time 
Lund became an archdiocese, it housed 13 cathedral chapters. The spread of cathedral 
chapters throughout Denmark signified the adoption of a fundamental church institution 
into Danish culture. These chapters directed worship in the cathedrals, but they also 
instructed the new clergy. Many of the higher clergy, though, traveled to European 
universities for their education. Archbishop Absalon studied at the University of Paris, 
while his predecessor, Eskil studied at Hildesheim, and his successor, Anders Sunes0n 
studied at Paris, Oxford and Bologna. Before the middle of the twelfth century, the 
majority of bishops in Denmark were from England or Germany, but, with time, they 
would be replaced by Danes. Therefore, throughout the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, 
the Danish church had become autonomous of the German interference and connected to 
the intellectual atmosphere of Europe through clergymen trained at European 
universities. 65 
63 Birgit Sawyer, "Valdemar, Absalon, and Saxo: Historiography and Politics in Medieval 
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In addition to the church, the acquisition of an empire along the Baltic Sea and 
assertion of independence from the Holy Roman Empire was the third factor that inspired 
the writing of a Danish national history. The impetus for expansion along the Baltic 
coast came from Pope Eugenius ill's call for a Crusade to rid Europe of infidels. He 
authorized Northern Europeans to attack heathens and either convert or annhilate them. 
In 1147, Knut V and Sven III stopped feuding and mounted a crusade that, while doomed 
to failure, implanted the idea of conquering Baltic territories in the name of crusading.66 
When Denmark had been incapacitated by its internal political turmoil during the 
civil war, a tribe of Slavs, known as Wends, commenced raiding the Danish coast. The 
Wends had been interacting with the Danes for centuries; however, their escalating 
hostility made them a threat to Danish security. Seeking a way to augment the Danish 
armies and strengthen the kingdom, Valdemar and Absalon launched a series of 
campaigns to debilitate the Wends. Valdemar hoped that such crusading activity would 
enhance his image as a defender of Christianity and improve his position relative to the 
Holy Roman Empire. Even after the achievement of a Danish archdiocese, the Holy 
Roman Empire still considered Denmark as its vassal and demanded tribute. Frequently, 
Denmark had submitted to the Empire and paid the tribute when it was too weak to 
defend itself. During the civil war, the three rivals submitted to Emperor Frederick I's 
judgement as a mediator and gave him the kingdom of Denmark. Frederick then divided 
Denmark into three territories and returned it to Knut V, Sven III, and Valdemar I as a 
fief.67 
66 Erick Christiansen, The Northern Crusades (London: Penguin Books, 1997), 53-4. 
67 Oakley, 55-6; Tinna Dangaard-S0rensen, "Danes and Wends: A Study of the Danish Attitudes 
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When Valdemar triumphed over his two rivals, he declared his autonomy from 
the Holy Roman Emperor. Valdemar died in 1182, but his two heirs continued his work. 
Knut VI struck the final victory against the Wends and conquered Pomerania under the 
control of Prince Bogislav. In addition, Knut refused to continue paying tribute to the 
Holy Roman Empire.68 Under the reign of Valdemar IJ, Danish armies conquered 
Estonia and subjugated it to Danish rule. While the German Emperor was distracted with 
matters in Italy, Valdemar II invaded the imperial coastline and seized the areas 
surrounding Lilbeck and Hamburg, which gave him control over the Southern Baltic 
coast west of the Oder River and East of Elbe River.69 The accumulation of these 
territories provided Denmark with a wealthy and glorious empire in the Baltic, but it also 
asserted its independence from the Empire. 
Therefore, the presence of a new empire and autonomy, in conjunction with a 
stronger kingship and nationalized church, presented an ideal opportunity for the 
appearance of a literary memorial and the fostering of a Danish national consciousness. 
The Gesta Danorum also signified the adoption of a Latin Christian culture in Denmark 
and its membership in the European community. The next chapter will explore the 
intellectual aspect of this cultural synthesis by examining the historiographical context of 
Saxo Grammaticus. 
68 Christiansen, Northern Crusades, 68. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
SAXO GRAMMATICUS, SCANDINAVIAN MYTHOLOGY 
AND THE TWELFfH-CENTURY RENAISSANCE 
As to why the Gesta Danorum was composed, an investigation of Danish political 
circumstances in the twelfth century reveals the confluence of three major factors-a 
more centralized government, a national church, and an empire in the Baltic Sea-that 
contributed to an incipient national consciousness. The issue remains, though, of 
evaluating Saxo's intellectual influences and how they affected his selection of material 
for his history. While Saxo is not unique in envisioning a national history, his manner of 
expressing it with Scandinavian mythology is unprecedented among his contemporary 
medieval historiographers. 
The primary question here is, indeed, one of precedence. During the education of 
Saxo or his patrons, Absalon and then Anders, could one of them have encountered an 
earlier historian who not only based a large part of his text on native tradition, but also 
articulated and amplified them with his own imagination? Could Saxo and his history be 
characteristic of twelfth-century historiography? This chapter argues that while the Gesta 
Danorum embodies many attributes of twelfth-century scholarship, Saxo's elaborate use 
of legends and oral traditions distinguishes him from most contemporary medieval 
historiographers. 
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While the Greeks invented the study of history and the Romans advanced it, the 
early Church Fathers exerted the most direct influence on the medieval philosophy of 
history. Roman historians exalted the state, patriotism, and civic virtue; however, the 
Church Fathers rejected this approach in favor of tracing the history of salvation and 
highlighting God's actions toward society. 1 The Roman conception of time was cyclical 
where events repeated themselves through time. The biblical perspective, while retaining 
a cyclical component for sin and forgiveness, was fundamentally linear with a beginning, 
middle, and end. The birth of Jesus Christ became the central event in this process 
throughout which God unveiled his divine plan.2 
In his masterpiece, De Civitate Dei (The City of God), St. Augustine laid the 
foundation for the Christian historical philosophy where God manifested his will through 
his interaction with humanity. The principle moments, therefore, were the covenants 
with His chosen people, the incarnation of Christ, and the creation of the Christian 
Church. Reacting to the invasion and sacking of Rome by the Goths in 410, Augustine 
denied the implication that Rome's collapse signified the impending Apocalypse. The 
City of God distinguished between sacred and profane by describing two cities- the 
civitas Dei, City of God and the civitas terrena, Earthly City. Rome, although it had been 
the first Christian Empire, did not represent an absolute manifestation of the City of God. 
Christians only knew of the cities in a combined version, as it was impossible for the City 
of God to exist in a pure state with the Earthly City. Secular states rose and declined 
according to their purpose in God's plan, but the disintegration of the Earthly City did not 
1 Charles Homer Haskins, The Renaissance of the Twelfth Century (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1955), 226-7; Frederick Artz, The Mind of the Middle Ages: An Historical Survey, A.D. 
200-1500 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1980), 63, 212. 
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mean the end of God's City. The fall of Rome, therefore, was not an omen of the world's 
end; it was a sign of change.3 
Augustine's protege, Orosius, further articulated the concept of shifting secular 
states in his text, Historiarum adversum paganos libri VII (Seven Books of Histories 
against the Pagans). He took a different approach, though, to the organization of history. 
Whereas Augustine saw six ages of humanity, Orosius interpreted history as a sequence 
of four empires progressing from the Babylonians, Macedonians, Carthaginians, and the 
Romans. Both Augustine and Orosius tentatively believed that the invasion of the 
Germanic tribes into the Roman Empire was part of God's plan to spread Christianity to 
the pagans of Northern Europe.4 
While the historians in late antique and early medieval Europe discarded the 
rhetoric inherent to Roman historiography, they retained an appreciation for classical 
literature as a stylistic model. Histories were still perceived as works of literary art and 
the historian, while concerned with expressing truth, felt free to select and arrange his 
facts in order to depict the advancement of Christianity. "Truth" to a medieval historian 
meant representing things that actually occurred; however, it also meant indicating how 
God demonstrated His will by interacting with humanity. Medieval historians imitated 
the classical tradition of taking liberty with their details while drafting a narrative that 
was both accurate and religiously significant.5 
2 Ernst Breisach, Historiography: Ancient, Medieval and Modern , 2"d ed. (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1994), 77-8. 
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History in Early Britain (New York: Columbia Press, 1966), 34. 
4 Breisach, 86, 88. 
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During the sixth and seventh centuries, though, literacy and educational standards 
declined severely, even among the clergy. Members of the church had been founding 
monasteries throughout Europe for years that were designed mainly to save the souls of 
its inhabitants and exemplify virtuous living. Inadvertently, they became the central 
mechanism for the preservation and transmission of learning. Most monasteries 
possessed libraries and facilities for instructing monks and copying texts. The monastery 
at Vivarium, for example, was founded by Cassiodorus around 540 and maintained a 
large library of classical and late antique literature. By copying books from the classical 
and early Christian traditions, these monastic institutions preserved the texts that would 
sustain continuity between the classical and medieval worlds.6 
These few intellectual centers, while safeguarding the knowledge of the ancient 
world, also continued to record historical details in monastic annals, which focused 
exclusively on a single monastery. Evolving from monastic calendars where monks 
scribbled notes along the margins, the annal became the primary expression of historical 
interest.7 Some monasteries, though, formulated narrative histories that adapted 
historiography to the new Germanic kingdoms that had spread through Western and 
Central Europe. 
In conjunction with m1ss10nanes, monasteries helped disperse and anchor 
Christianity among the Germanic peoples of Northern Europe. The great historians of the 
20 (1970): 178-9; Breisach, 95-6; Peter Classen, "Res Gestae, Universal History, Apocalypse: Visions of 
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time labored to integrate the new Germanic kingdoms into the Roman-Christian world 
and incorporate them into the Christian history of salvation. Under the patronage of 
Theodoric, king of the Goths in the late fifth and early sixth centuries, Cassiodorus ( d. 
583) authored the Historia Gothorum (History of the Goths), which described the Goths 
as the heirs of the Roman Empire. Unfortunately, Cassiodorus' text no longer exists 
except for an abridgement in Jordanes' De origine actibusque Getarum (Origin and 
Deeds of the Goths).8 In the Frankish Kingdom, Gregory, bishop of Tours, composed a 
Historiae Francorum (History of the Franks) that started with Creation and placed the 
Franks within a Christian context. Gregory's history has been ranked among the greatest 
historical works of the early Middle Ages, along with the Venerable Bede and his 
Historia ecclesiastica gentis Anglorum (Ecclesiastical History of the English People).9 
Working at the monastery of Jarrow in Northumbria, Bede exhibited an exhaustive 
knowledge of classical and early medieval sources and a familiarity with contemporary 
affairs outside of England as he employed a variety of English, Frankish, Roman, and 
German sources. 10 Despite Bede's learned work, it was not representative of seventh and 
eighth century historiography, which continued to suffer from declining literacy. 
Under the patronage of Charlemagne, the late eighth century saw a great revival 
of historiography and learning throughout the Frankish Empire. The Carolingian Empire 
symbolized the largest kingdom in Western Europe since the Roman Empire and required 
administration by literate functionaries, most of whom were educated clergy. It was, 
therefore, in Charlemagne's best interests to bolster the educational standards in order to 
8 Breisach, 89-90; Artz, 189-90. 
9 Colish, 61; Thompson, Earliest Times, 148. 
10 Artz, 212; Thompson, 157-8. 
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insure an efficient government. The subsequent Carolingian Renaissance marked a new 
phase in Western European historiography with a resurgence of annals, biographies, and 
universal histories. Extending beyond the limits of a single monastery, annals, like the 
Annales Regni Franco rum (Royal Frankish Annals) encompassed a wider scope by 
listing major affairs of the empire between A.D. 741-829. Einhard's Vita Caroli (Life of 
Charlemagne) revived the Graeco-Roman biography based on Suetonius's De vita 
Caesarum (Lives of the Caesars). In addition, the universal philosophy of history and the 
translatio imperii, first considered by Augustine and Orosius, found renewed application 
with debate over whether the Carolingian Empire was the continuation of the Roman 
imperial legacy. Historians like Notker of St. Gall and Ado of Vienne traced a line of 
succession from Augustus to Charlemagne and declared the Franks to be the new 
manifestation of Rome. Others like Paulus Diaconus and Regino of Priim denied such an 
inheritance and proclaimed that Christ's Church was the only eternal empire. While the 
concept of the Carolingian Empire as the successor of Rome was not an overwhelmingly 
popular theory, the Empire's collapse in the late ninth century invalidated further 
discussion about translatio imperii and the Carolingian Empire. 11 
Historiography persevered even after the dissolution of the Carolingian state, but 
it did not evolve and blossom until the intellectual revival of the Twelfth-Century 
Renaissance with the emergence of new intellectual centers and a renewed interest in 
ancient Greek and Latin classics. 12 Previous scholarly activity had been restricted to 
monasteries and the regular clergy, but the twelfth century witnessed the extension of 
11 Breisach, 98-101 , 103-4; Thompson, 165-171 ; Wilson and Reynolds, Scribes and Scholars, 92-
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academic life to the secular clergy, the cathedral chapters and, later, the universities. 13 
One of the most prominent cathedral schools was located in Chartres under the guidance 
of Bernard and his brother Thierry, both of whom strongly emphasized the study of 
classical literature and the liberal arts. Although cathedral schools had existed for 
decades, their focus gradually shifted from a basic religious education to a more secular-
based instruction that engendered the study of reason, logic, and the dialectical analysis 
inherent to scholasticism. 14 
Eventually, universities supplanted the cathedral schools as the foremost 
intellectual centers of the Middle Ages. The cathedral schools of Chartres and Orleans 
continued as institutes for literary and classical studies, but many of the universities 
originated as small schools devoted to science or law. For example, one of the earliest 
universities, housed at Salemo, began as a medical school and became one of the top 
schools for medicine in medieval Europe. The University of Bologna grew from a law 
school to which many students traveled to absorb the erudition of Imerius and Gratian. 
With regard to the spread of education in Northern Europe, it was the University of Paris, 
grown out of the cathedral school at Notre Dame, that would become the model for 
northern universities and the institution where many of the higher clergy of Denmark 
would received their education.15 
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This profusion of intensified academic activity revived the study of the ancient 
Latin and Greek classics and produced a synthesis of medieval and classical thought. 
Authors like Virgil, Horace, and Cicero became the staples of the twelfth-century 
learning. These universities were also the primary repositories of the classical literature 
recovered through contact with the Byzantine Empire and the Muslims. Several works of 
Aristotle, previously thought lost, reappeared to inspire and rejuvenate medieval 
philosophy. 16 Classical literature was no longer just a tool for studying Latin grammar; it 
was appreciated as literary art and became the ultimate stylistic model for medieval 
scholars. Rome itself became synonymous with the ideals of civilization and the 
universal model for interpreting historical development. 17 
Consequently, the Twelfth-Century Renaissance was a watershed of medieval 
historiography. Most traditional forms, like hagiographies and annals continued, but they 
offered a wider scope and variety of material that resulted from increased travel and 
communication throughout Europe. In addition, the universal philosophy of history 
culminated in the twelfth-century universal chronicle. Building upon the principles 
established by Augustine and Orosius, medieval historiographers had attempted to place 
their own respective eras into God's divine plan for salvation. The twelfth-century 
version, though, took the form of a contemporary and, occasionally, national history with 
only an extended introduction based on universal history. These chronicles were 
frequently limited in their scope of world history, which resulted from an intention to 
16 Reynolds and Wilson, 111-2; Artz, 228-9 
17 Haskins, 117; Colish, 177. 
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show a course of history from the Creation and birth of Jesus Christ, through the 
succession of major kingdoms to their present situation. 18 
Around 114 7, Otto, bishop of Frei sing, wrote De duabus Civitatibus (Two Cities), 
one of the best examples of a twelfth-century universal chronicle, as a philosophical and 
theological treatise on world history. Inspired by St. Augustine's Civitate Dei, Otto 
started with biblical material and interpreted world history by adopting Augustine's 
concept of two cities. The civitas Christi comprised of those chosen people who made up 
the Church, while the civitas perversa represented the corrupt world of the heathen 
kingdoms. Under the reign of Constantine when Christianity became the formal religion 
of the Empire, the two cities became one under the Roman Emperor. Like previous 
universal historians, Otto presented the idea of translatio imperii with a series of 
successive kingdoms of Assyrians, Persians, Greeks, and Romans, but he further 
articulated the theory with the Holy Roman Empire as the successor of the Roman 
Empire. The discord between the German emperors and the popes that resulted from the 
Investiture Controversy, however, shattered the unity of the two cities and Otto expressed 
his dismay over the weakness of German emperors following the Controversy. 19 
Besides exemplifying the twelfth-century universal historian, Otto ofFreising also 
represented a new cooperation between secular government and university-trained 
scholars. Governments of the twelfth century, like those in England and Normandy with 
18 Haskins, 224,; Hans-Werner Goetz, "On the Universality of Universal History," in 
L 'Historiographie MMievale en Europe, ed. Jean-Philippe Genet (Paris: Editions de Centre National de la 
recherche, 1991), 248, 260. 
19 Goetz, "Universality of Universal History," 258; Thompson, 196-7; Breisach, 143; Classen, 
"Res gestae," 401; Richard W. Southern, "Aspects of the European Tradition of Historical Writing: Hugh 
of St. Victor and the Idea of Historical Development," Transactions of the Royal Historical Society, 5th ser., 
21(1971):176-7; Karsten Friis-Jensen, "Saxo Grammaticus's Study of the Roman Historiographers and his 
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advanced administrative structures, required literate bureaucrats. Local schools were 
sufficient for the education of lower church and government officials, but higher offices 
required more education and the emergence of new universities helped meet this demand. 
The French government even acknowledged the potential of these scholars and employed 
them to mediate disputes and render judgments. In 1169, Henry H's dispute with 
Archbishop Thomas Beckett was ultimately referred to the masters in Paris, which 
suggests that scholars were recognized as a new political tool for the functioning of the 
state.20 
Otto, a member of the imperial family, was no doubt originally educated in a 
monastery or cathedral chapter, but, as he was destined for a high office in the church, he 
required an education from a university and spent eight years in Paris from 1125 to 1136. 
While there, Otto would have witnessed the close relationship forming between 
scholastic education and government administration. Both of Otto's histories, De duabus 
Civitatibus and his biography of Frederick I, Gesta Frederici I imperatoris (The Deeds of 
Emperor Frederick I), emphasize the benefit of cooperation between secular and church 
leaders and the role of educated scholars in the administration of secular government. 
While Otto of Freising illustrates the alliance between secular bureaucracy and academe, 
he also exhibits the utilization of historiography to place a kingdom within a Christian 
historical context.21 
Vision of History," in Saxo Grammaticus: Tra storiografia e /etteratura, ed. Carlo Santini (Rome: El 
Calamo, 1992), 70-1. 
20 Southern, Medieval Humanism, 51-2; Richard W. Southern, Scholastic Humanism and the 
Unification of Europe, vol. 1, Foundations (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, Ltd., 2001), 195-7, 208-211; 
Haskins, 260. 
21 Southern, Foundations, 208-210; Otto was the grandson of Henry IV, half-brother of Emperor 
Conrad III, and uncle of Frederick Barbarossa. 
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Throughout the Middle Ages and coincident with the evolution of medieval 
historiography, there existed a trend where new groups of people, as they achieved some 
degree of stability and prominence, formulated their own historical narratives that 
integrated them into the mainstream of Christian salvation history. Many of the medieval 
European states had an origo gentis that depicted a heritage parallel to that of Rome in 
Virgil's Aeneid. The goal was to endow themselves with a magnificent past and trace 
their descent from barbarism to Christianity. Many of these narratives utilized extant 
:fragments of legends and myths, but since conversion and the imposition of Latin culture 
had obscured most native tales, many of the historians gave themselves the same Trojan 
root as Rome. 22 
The earliest extant example of this trend comes from Jordanes' Origin and Deeds 
of the Goths, written around A.D. 550. Jordanes colored his work with fragments of 
Gothic sagas and attempted to link the Goths to Roman nobility. While not connecting 
the Goths to Rome's Trojan ancestry, Jordanes reinforced Cassiodorus' claim that the 
Goths were, in fact, the heirs of the Roman Empire.23 Approximately one century after 
Jordanes, three anonymous monks, whom historians have collectively named Fredegar, 
wrote the Frankish Fredegarii Chronicon (Chronicle of Fredegar) (c. seventh century). 
This document was the first medieval chronicle to depict the Franks as descendants of 
refugee Trojans. According to Fredegar, Aeneas led his contingent to Italy, while Priam 
and his soldiers went to Macedonia and became the ancestors of Alexander the Great. A 
22 Southern, "The Classical Tradition," 179, 188-9. 
23 Breisach, 89; Thompson, 147. 
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third splinter group, though, traveled to the western coast of Europe under the leadership 
of King Antenor, from whom the Franks were descended.24 
Although the Western Franks traced their ancestry back to the Trojan King 
Antenor, the Eastern Franks devised their own Trojan heritage. The Carolingian Empire 
of the Western Franks had disintegrated in the late ninth century, but Henry I revived the 
German kingdom around the early tenth century. The later Holy Roman Empire 
patronized a wealth of monastic and episcopal annals, yet it also inspired Widukind, a 
monk of Corvey, to compose a national history in his Rerum Gestarum Saxonicarum 
(Saxon History). Writing around A.D. 970 during the final years of Otto I's reign, 
Widukind, like Fredegar before him, believed that the Saxons were descended from the 
Trojans. The Trojans, according to Widukind, split into two groups with Aeneas's group, 
naturally, heading toward Italy. Priam 's party entered Macedonia where a splinter group 
broke off, followed the Danube River to the coast, and became the ancestors of the 
Franks. Augmenting the previously established tradition, Widukind stated that the 
Saxons were descended from the remnants of Alexander the Great's armies, whose 
ancestors were Priam's Trojans. Widukind filled in his history with some early Saxon 
traditions and folksongs in an effort to show that the Holy Roman Empire was, in reality, 
a reappearance and heir to the Roman imperial tradition.25 
The Franks and Germans, however, were not the only medieval people of Trojan 
descent. According to the Historia Brittonum (History of the Britons), the native Britons 
were descended from Brutus, the grandson of Aeneas, who was exiled from Italy after 
accidentally killing his father. Brutus, in his wanderings, discovered and founded Britain. 
24 Breisach, 89, 107; Thompson, 151. 
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The Historia was compiled by a group of Celtic monks around A.D. 858, but historians 
know the name of only one, Nennius, author of the Prologue. In addition to assembling a 
large variety of unconnected stories gathered from historical materials and legendary 
traditions, the compilers of the Historia also arranged a genealogy of British kings 
starting with Brutus and extending to A.D. 796. The most famous king mentioned in the 
Historia, though, was King Arthur, which made the Historia Brittonum the first historical 
source to speak of Arthur. Writing during a revival of British national sentiment, 
Nennius and his colleagues endeavored to depict the Britons as having a common 
ancestor with the Romans and to narrate the heroic story of King Arthur, who embodied 
the promise of a glorious future despite the presence of Anglo-Saxons. 26 
The Normans did not possess an ancestor with a stature comparable to King 
Arthur, but their first historian, Dudo of St. Quentin (c. 1000), sought to endow them with 
a heritage of equal glory in his Historia ducum Normannorum (History of the dukes of 
Normandy). Despite their settlement along the western coast of Europe for three 
generations, the Normans were still associated with the raids and piracy of their Viking 
predecessors. Dudo, therefore, attempted to present Norman history as respectable by 
claiming that Rollo's foedus with Charles the Simple (c. 912) for the county of Rouen 
was not extortion. According to Dudo, the Normans were descended from the Trojan 
King Antenor, the same ancestor of the Franks. Dudo further dignified the inhabitants of 
Normandy by incorporating classical and Christian literature. In constructing a noble 
lineage, Dudo successfully put a positive perspective on the Norman's bloodthirsty past 
25 Southern, "The Classical Tradition," 190-1; Breisach, 108. 
26 Breisach, 106; Thompson, 154-5. 
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of piracy. He also provided an excellent example of how positive propaganda about 
ancestry can improve image. 27 
These aforementioned historians illustrate the correlation between historiography 
and its political and cultural contexts. Many of these histories served as memorials or 
propaganda and, thus, may reflect some sense of national identity. The Gesta Danorum 
was certainly an illustration of Danish national identity as well as a literary monument to 
the heritage of Denmark, but how does it relate to twelfth-century historiography and the 
national histories of such historians as Widukind and Dudo? 
While the twelfth-century kings of Denmark unified and strengthened the national 
government, Archbishop Absalon motivated Saxo Grammaticus to create a literary 
monument that would express a burgeoning sense of Danish national identity.28 
Comprising sixteen books, the Gesta Danorum traced the history of Denmark from its 
first king, Dan, to the late twelfth-century reign of Knut VI. Saxo's preface describes his 
sources as ancient Danish poetry, runic inscriptions, Icelandic material, and Absalon's 
memory. It is likely, though, that Saxo also consulted a number of other sources.29 One 
source for contemporary history would have been Adam of Bremen's Gesta 
Hammaburgensis ecclesiae pontificum (Deeds of archbishops of Hamburg) because it 
included material that Adam received through consultations with the Danish king, Sven 
27 Breisach, 107-8; Southern, "The Classical Tradition," 191 -2; Janet Nelson, "The Frankish 
Empire," in The Oxford Illustrated History of the Vikings, ed. Peter Sawyer (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1999), 3 I. 
28 See Chapter Two above. 
29 Saxo Grammaticus, The History of the Danes, trans. Peter Fisher, ed. Hilda Ellis Davidson 
(Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 1979; reprint, Suffolk: St. Edmundsbury Press, 1999), 4-6 (references are to 
reprint edition); Saxo Grammaticus, Danorum Regum Heroumque Historia: Books X-XV!: The Text of the 
First Edition with Translation and Commentary in Three Volumes, vol. 1, Books X, XI, Xll, and Xlll, trans. 
Erick Christiansen, with intro and commentary by Erick Christiansen (Oxford: BAR, 1980). 
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Estridsen. 30 In addition, Saxo may have consulted previous Danish histories, such as the 
Roskilde Chronicle and Sven Aggesen's Brevis historia regum Dace (Brief History of 
Danish Kings), 31 
Despite his inclusion of legendary material, Saxo Grammaticus embodied many 
characteristics of twelfth century historiography and contemporary Latin scholarship. 
Historians have not traditionally recognized that twelfth-century Denmark played an 
active role in the intellectual vigor of the High Middle Ages, but an investigation of 
Saxo's stylistic and literary models reveals otherwise. What little is known about Saxo's 
life and education supports this hypothesis. In his preface to the Gesta Danorum, Saxo 
explained that he was a member of Absalon's retinue and that both his father and 
grandfather were members of Valdemar I's royal court. Most likely, Saxo was a member 
of the secular clergy and worked in a cathedral chapter at Lund where he served as 
Absalon's personal secretary. As Saxo's primary task was composing the Gesta 
Danorum, Lund would have been an ideal place to work as it contained one of the richest 
libraries in Scandinavia and became a gathering spot for the royal court. This may have 
allowed Saxo access to the testimonies of royal courtiers upon which the latter parts of 
his work were based. Saxo's thorough knowledge of Latin grammar and style suggests 
that he received an education in Northern France. Although the exact school cannot be 
30 Adam of Bremen, History of the Archbishops of Hamburg-Bremen, trans. Francis J. Tschan 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1959), 20-1; Francis J. Tschan, introduction to History of the 
Archbishops of Hamburg-Bremen, xix-xx; Erick Chrisiansen, introduction to Danorum Regum Heroumque 
Historia, 10, 152. 
31 Erick Christiansen, introduction, 152-4 
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identified, historians sunmse that Saxo participated m the classicist movements of 
Orleans, Chartres, or Reims.32 
There appears to have been a great deal of intellectual contact between Denmark 
and the literary centers of Northern France. The abbot of a cathedral school in Orleans, 
Etienne de Tournai visited Denmark in 1165 and would later tutor Absalon's relative, 
Peder Sunes0n in his studies at Ste. Genevieve. In addition, Pierre de Celle, the abbot of 
St. Remi in Reims from 1162-1181 was a friend of Archbishop Eskil and a frequent 
correspondent of Absalon. During the twelfth century, it was quite common for Danish 
students to study in France, especially in Paris at either the university or schools of Ste. 
Genevieve or St. Victor. In addition, the work of Absalon 's successor, Anders Sunes0n, 
testified to the maturation of Denmark's intellectual environment. Anders had been 
educated at the University of Paris, but also studied at Bologna and Oxford. During his 
time as archbishop, Anders composed a Latin poem called the Hexaemeron. This was a 
discussion of church doctrines, written in versified prose, for teaching Danish churchmen 
based on the curriculum at the University of Paris. Sunes0n was trying to adapt some of 
the educational material he had acquired in Paris to instruct the clergy in Denmark.33 
Regarding Saxo, the first nine books of the Gesta Danorum were written in a 
prosirnetric style, which intermingled Latin prose with poetry. This combination of prose 
and poetry is reminiscent of late antique prosopography, which was revived during the 
Twelfth-Century Renaissance and became popular in the schools of Northern France. 
The two primary models were Martianus Capella's De nupti Philologiae et Mercurii (The 
32 Karsten Friis-Jensen, Saxo Grammaticus as Latin Poet: Studies in the Verse Passages of the 
Gesta Da11on m1 (Rome: L'Erma di Bretschneider, 1987). 13-15, 179; Karsten Friis-Jensen, "Saxo 
Grammaticus's Study," 63. 
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marriage of Philology and Mercury) and Boethius' Philosophiae Consolatio (The 
Consolation of Philosophy). Frequently used throughout the Middle Ages by historians 
like Liudprand of Cremona and Dudo of St. Quentin, prosopography found increased 
expression during the late eleventh and twelfth centuries in histories, hagiographies, and 
biographies. Guibert de Nogent's Gesta Dei per Francos (God's deeds through the 
agency of the Franks) in 1108 described Crusaders in descriptive prose and poetry. 
JElnoth of Canterbury prepared the Vita /Edwardi Regis (Life of King Edward) around 
1100 and a biography ofKnut IV in prosimetrum while he was in Denmark in 1098.34 
These various authors used verse to express the direct words of a character, a 
reflection or apostrophe by the author or narrator, an emotional climax in the text, and an 
introduction to quotes from other poems. In the Gesta Danorum, however, Saxo employs 
verse exclusively for speeches, monologues, and dialogues. Such usage was common in 
the Latin prosimetrum, but it was unusual to use it exclusively for speech. The fact that 
Saxo uses verse as such may reflect the influence of vernacular Scandinavian tradition. It 
should be noted, though, that while authors like Liudprand, Dudo, and Saxo share a 
similar style in their combination of prose and verse, it does not imply that they were 
from a similar school of thought. It only suggests that they used Martian us and Boethius 
as models to imitate the style of Late Antiquity. It also illustrates Saxo's extensive 
knowledge of classical literature typical of twelfth-century schools in Northern France.35 
33 Friis-Jensen, Saxo Grammaticus as Latin Poet, 13, 16-17; Hilda Ellis Davidson, commentary to 
History of the Danes, 20. 
34 Friis-Jensen, Saxo Grammaticus as Latin Poet, 15-17, 29-38; Friis-Jensen, "Saxo 
Grammaticus's Study," 64. 
35 Friis-Jensen, Saxo Grammaticus as Latin Poet, 29, 34, 54, 56. 
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While Saxo admired the Classical and late antique style he had learned, he also 
emulated classical authors like Valerius Maximus and Virgil.36 One of the best examples 
of Saxo's adoption and incorporation of classical literature can be found in his tale of 
Amleth, which occupies the latter part of Book III and the first part of Book IV. This 
narrative bears a marked similarity to the tale of Lucius Junius Brutus found in Valerius 
Maximus's Faca et dicta memorabilia (Collections of the Memorable Acts and Sayings). 
While their similar styles of Latin indicate that Saxo employed Valerius as a 
stylistic model, their texts contain identical elements, which suggest that Saxo also used it 
as a direct thematic model. The tale of Amleth begins when his father, Orvendil, is 
murdered by his brother, Amleth's uncle, Fengi, in a plot to usurp his title and wife, 
Gerutha, the daughter of King R.0rik of Denmark. In order to prevent a similar death and 
disguise his plan for revenge, Amletb feigns insanity.37 Fengi eventually suspects that his 
nephew is not actually crazy and sends him to England, under the supervision of two 
escorts, for execution because he fears the wrath of R.0rik should he kill his grandson. 
Amleth outwitts his escorts so that they, in fact, are killed in England. Upon their 
execution, the noble Dane is given a quantity of gold to compensate for their deaths and 
Amleth melts it down and places it into two hollow wooden rods so that he can smuggle 
it back to Denmark without arousing Fengi's suspicion.38 
While other Roman sources contain versions of Brutus's tale, it is Valerius 
Maximus's version, which mentions Brutus only in passing, that is most likely borrowed 
by Saxo. He states that Brutus' brother was killed by his uncle, Lucius Tarquinias and 
36 Friis-Jensen, Saxo Grammaticus as Latin Poet, 164; Friis-Jensen, "Saxo Grammaticus's Study," 
64 
37 Saxo Grammaticus, History of the Danes, 84. 
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that Brutus adopted the guise of insanity to protect himself. Comparable to the trip to 
England, Brutus and two companions go to Delphi where Brutus carries two golden rods 
encased in wood, which symbolize his true, but hidden nature. 39 These two tales bear 
different details surrounding their respective exploits, but they both contain common 
themes. First, a family member is murdered by another family member, insanity is 
feigned for the purposes of protection and revenge, and two wooden rods disguise golden 
sticks. Each of these themes, individually, do appear in other works of literature; 
however the fact that all three of them coincide in one work at two different times and 
places suggests that Saxo borrowed a segment of Amleth's tale from classical authors. 
The tale of Amleth is not the only example of classical borrowings in Saxo's Gesta 
Danorum but it is one of the most expressive. As Saxo composed his text, he may have 
noticed and consciously stressed the parallels between Scandinavian tradition and Latin 
literature. In fact, Saxo may have modeled many characters on those in Virgil's Aeneid, 
but his characters always retained a strong northern element. 40 
In addition to his use of classical models and prosimetric style, Saxo integrated an 
aspect of universal history into his text. Analysis of the Gesta Danorum's structure 
reveals a pattern based on the significant periods in Christian history when the sixteen 
books are divided into four sets of four. The first four books explore Denmark's pre-
Christian legacy, while books V through VIII examine the Danish history between the 
38 Ibid., 84-89. 
39 Quintus Valerius Maximus, Collections of the Memorable Acts and Sayings of Orators, 
Philosophers, Statesmen, and Other fllustrious Persons of the Ancient Romans and Other Foreign Nations, 
Upon Various Subjects, trans. Samuel Speed (London: Benjamin Crayle, 1684), 7.3.2. 
4
° For additional information, see Karsten Friis-Jensen, "The Lay of Ingellus and its Classical 
Models," in Saxo Grammaticus: A Medieval Author Between Norse and Latin Culture, ed. Karsten Friis-
Jensen (Copenhagen: Museum Tusculaneum Press, 1981 ); Hilda Ellis Davidson, "Wit and Eloquence in the 
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birth of Christ and the official conversion of Denmark to Christianity. The third group of 
four, Books IX through XII, traces the maturation of the Danish church and the 
achievement of an archbishopric at Lund. The last group, Books XIlI through XVI, then 
shows the history of a Danish archdiocese and ends with the reign ofKnut VI.41 
The division of these books sketches the growth of the Danish religion, but it also 
parallels the history of Denmark with that of Christianity, the Roman Empire, and early 
Middle Ages. Saxo commences the history of Denmark with the story of Dan and his 
brother, Angul. Dan became the first king of Denmark, while his brother became the 
progenitor of the English race. This tale of origins was analogous, though not exactly 
similar, to the inception of Rome and the two brothers, Romulus and Remus. In Book V, 
the start of the second group, the Danish King Frothi ushered in a thirty-year period of 
peace and prosperity during which he created an empire throughout England, Ireland, and 
parts of Scandinavia. This period, according to Saxo, coincided with the birth of Jesus 
Christ, the reign of Augustus, and the Pax Romana. 
In this same age our Saviour endured the assumption of mortal garb and came to 
the earth to redeem mankind, while the fires of war were lulled and nations 
enjoyed a period of the most calm serenity. It has been thought that the extensive 
magnitude of this peace, the same and unbroken in all parts of the world, attended 
the divine birth rather than an earthly emperor, and that by an act of heaven this 
rare gift of time signified that the Creator was among us.42 
Courts of Saxo's Early Kings," in Saxo Grammaticus: A Medieval Author Between Norse and Latin 
Culture, 40. 
41 Inge Skovgaard-Petersen, "Saxo Grammaticus: A National Chronicler Making use of the Genre 
Chronica Universalis," in l 'Historiographie Medievale en Europe, 334; Friis-Jensen, "Saxo 
Grammaticus's Study," 62. 
42 Saxo Grammaticus, History of the Danes, l 56-7 
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While Saxo identified the peace in Denmark and Rome as the result of Jesus Christ's 
incarnation, he also associated King Frothi with Augustus and his imperial glory.43 
After Book IX and X depicted the conversion of Denmark, the rest of Saxo' s text 
illustrated a growing collaboration between church and state where the king and the 
ecclesiastics cooperated and neither one dominated the other. Historians are uncertain 
from whom Saxo adapted his use of universal history. Otto of Freising is a possibility; 
however, no known direct contact existed between his work and Saxo, except that both 
Absalon and Otto studied at the University of Paris.44 
When viewed in its totality, the Gesta Danorum was not a universal chronicle, but 
its incorporation of the fundamental turning points in Christian historiography reflected 
the influence of a genre that became prolific during the twelfth century. Otto of 
Freising's De duabus Civitatibus and other universal chronicles started with Creation and 
were usually restricted to biblical material and the succession of the kingdoms related to 
the translatio imperii.45 Saxo, however, devoted his entire work to Denmark and the 
actions of its kings and heroes. He simply utilized certain analogues in order to orient 
Denmark within the Christian historiography of Europe and emphasize a sense of Danish 
national identity. 
Besides implementing twelfth-century historiographic style and methodology, 
however, Saxo Grammaticus remained distinct from his contemporaries. What makes the 
Gesta Danorum so intriguing is that, while the last seven books were based on historical 
43 Skovgaard-Petersen, "Saxo Gramrnaticus: A National Chronicler," 336-7; Friis-Jensen, "Saxo 
Gramrnaticus's Study," 73-4; Saxo Grammaticus, History of the Danes, 14. 
44 Skovgaard-Petersen, "Saxo Gramrnaticus: A National Chronicler," 336; Friis-Jensen, "Saxo 
Gramrnaticus' s Study," 74-5, 77; Saxo Grammaticus, History of the Danes, 272-3. 
45 Thompson, 196-7; Otto of Freising, The Two Cities: A Chronicle of Universal History to the 
Year I 146 A.D., trans. Charles C. Mierow (New York: W.W. Norton and Company, 1953), passim. 
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events between the tenth and twelfth centuries, the first nine books were based primarily 
on material culled from the legendary tradition of Scandinavia. In depicting Denmark's 
history as parallel to that of Rome, Saxo portrayed the Danish heritage as independent of, 
and just as glorious as, that of Rome. 46 
In particular, Saxo's depiction of Danish ancestry further distanced Denmark 
from Rome and its medieval embodiment, the Holy Roman Empire. Several earlier 
European historians traced their respective lineages back to the progenitors of Rome, the 
Trojans. Saxo must have been aware of such interpretations, as he cited Dudo of St. 
Quentin's theory that the Danes' were descended from the Danaans. Implicitly rejecting 
this assertion, though, Saxo endowed Denmark with its own chthonic ancestor, King Dan. 
The only prior source that mentioned such a character was the Lethre Chronicle, which 
stated that the Danes implored Dan to help them repel an invasion by Emperor Augustus 
of Rome. Dan defeated Augustus and, therefore, the Danes made him their king. 
Although the Gesta Danorum does not address Dan's rebuff of Augustus, Saxo's Danes 
were not transplanted from the Mediterranean and did not require a Roman legacy to 
support their claims to power. In fact, Saxo took it a step further by making Dan's 
brother, Angul, the forefather of the English people.47 
The ensuing accounts in the Gesta Danorum are a subtle blending of 
Scandinavian mythology with classical literature that, while reflecting a contemporary 
synthesis between Danish and European culture, supported Saxo's assertions regarding 
Denmark's stature in the medieval world. The adoption of classical material and style 
46 Friis-Jensen, "Saxo Grammaticus's Study," 71-2; Davidson, "Wit and Eloquence," 40. 
47 Lars Boje Mortensen, "Saxo Grammaticus' View of the Origin of the Danes and his 
Historiograpbic Models," Ca heirs de l 'Jnstitut du Moyen-Age gret et la tin 55 ( 1987): 172; Saxo 
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from authors like Virgil and Valerius Maximus exhibited his determination to prove that 
Denmark was not a derivative of Rome. Saxo alluded to Roman literature, as in the tale 
of Amleth, in order to give Danish culture an added dignity and importance.48 
One of the best examples of Saxo's reinterpretation of Scandinavian mythology 
is found in the aforementioned tale of Amleth. While elements and conventions from 
classical literature and historiography can be identified, there is no extant evidence of a 
character named Amleth in Scandinavian mythology. There is only a single reference to 
an 'Amlo6i' in a segment of poetry from Sem Snrebjom, a ninth-century poet, that was 
preserved in Snorri Sturluson's The Prose Edda the early thirteenth century. 
They say the nine skerry-brides [daughters of the sea god] tum fast the most-
hostile [sea] out beyond the land's edge, they who long ago ground Hamlet's 
[Amlo6i's] meal.49 
Unfortunately, it is virtually impossible to interpret this poem because it is the sole extant 
copy of Snrebjom's work and the only Scandinavian source to mention such a figure. 50 
The tale of Amleth did, however, contain another element of Scandinavian 
literature. When he feigns insanity, Amleth not only acts foolishly, but he takes on the 
mythical guise of the trickster. Disguising his true nature with jokes and clever phrases, 
the Danish prince appears naive and mentally enfeebled. Amleth displays this affinity for 
riddles by responding truthfully to questions posed by courtiers but phrasing his answers 
Grammaticus, Histoty of the Danes, 14; Chronicon lethrense, in Scriptores Minores Historiae Danicae, 
vol. 1, ed. M.Cl. Gertz (Copenhagen: Kommission Hos, 1917-18), 10-12. 
48 Friis-Jensen, "Saxo Grammaticus's Study," 71-2; Davidson, "Wit and Eloquence," 40. 
49 Snorri Sturlason, Edda, trans. Anthony Faulkes (London: Everyman Library, 1987; reprint, 
London: Everyman Library, 1997) 92 (references are to reprint edition); "Hamlet" is used as English 
translation of Amlo6i; For a bibliography and more information regarding Saxo's tale of Amleth, please 
consult Christopher Bailey, "The Hamlet Mythos," University of Wisconsin-la Crosse Journal of 
Undergraduate Research II ( 1999): 103-116 
50 Israel Gollancz, The Sources of Hamlet (New York: Octagon Books, 1967), I. 
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as not only to appear false and humorous to those around him, but also to make him look 
stark, raving mad. In one section, Amleth visits his mother's bedchamber with the 
intention of explaining his plot and feigned insanity. Fengi, however, has placed a spy 
underneath the bed in an attempt to expose his nephew's mental fraud. Upon discovering 
the spy, Amleth kills him, butchers his body, and throws the pieces into the sewer to feed 
the pigs. Fengi later inquired after his spy and Amleth bluntly states "that the man had 
gone into the drain, tumbled down to the bottom and, buried under a heap of sewage, had 
been devoured by the pigs."51 The courtiers found great amusement at this comment 
despite Amleth's absolute honesty.52 
Amleth often tells many of his riddles at the expense of his uncle and hints at his 
future revenge. Before his trip to England, Amleth is sent riding with an entourage of 
courtiers. The group approaches a wolf and, as a joke, tells Amleth it was a young colt, 
to which he responds, "there were very few of that breed serving in Fengi's stables."53 
Despite the courtiers' amusement, Amleth meant it as a vei led insult at Fengi's honor and 
prowess as a soldier. There was a Scandinavian tradition where great warriors who, 
because of their great abilities on the battlefield, were fo llowed by wolves that fed on the 
corpses of the dead soldiers. Therefore, by remarking that Fengi had few wolves in his 
stables, Amleth intimated that Fengi was a coward who achieved his status by 
underhanded treachery in place of honorable combat. 54 
The theme of the clever trickster was prevalent in Scandinavian literature in the 
persona of Loki, the arch-trickster. Loki frequently played tricks on other deities and 
si Saxo Grammaticus, History of the Danes, 87. 
S2 Ibid., 86-7. 
SJ Saxo Grammaticus, History of the Danes, 84. 
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humans in the hopes of causing trouble and frustration. He existed to torment his fellow 
deities with clever insults at their expense.55 In the poem Lokasenna (The Flyting of 
Loki) in The Poetic Edda, Loki bursts into a hall full of dining deities and proceeds to 
insult them in sequence. To the great warrior-god, Bragi, Loki cleverly declares that he is 
afraid wherever battles are fought and flees in terror.56 Completely unchecked, Loki then 
taunts the great goddess Freya by calling her a harlot and intimating that there was not 
one man within the hall that she hadn't "lured to love."57 It would seem, therefore, that 
Saxo is not only presenting a history of Denmark comprised of legends and mythology, 
but he was also combining tales and providing his own interpretation of Scandinavian 
traditions. 
Saxo Grarnmaticus can be considered typical of twelfth-century historiography, 
but his elaborate integration of native traditions into his Gesta distinguished him from 
most of his colleagues. Earlier national historians like Jordanes, Dudo, and Widukind 
used sections of native sagas and traditions in their respective works, but none of them 
rival the elaboration found in Saxo's text. Saxo didn't merely lift Scandinavian sagas, 
eddas, and skalds and incorporate them into his history. Previous research has identified 
elements in Saxo's text, like the narrative of Amleth, that have been borrowed from 
sources both classical and Scandinavian, but there are also sections in Saxo's text for 
which no source has been identified and suggest an original elaboration by Saxo.58 
54 Ibid.; Davidson, "Wit and Eloquence," 45 . 
55 Hilda Ellis Davidson, "Loki and Saxo's Hamlet," in The Fool and the Trickster, ed. Paul 
Williams ~Totawa: D.S. Brewer Ltd., 1979), 6-7. 
5 The Poetic Edda, 2"d ed., trans. Lee M. Hollander (Austin: Texas Unjversity Press, 1962), 90-91, 
93. 
57 Ibid., 96. 
58 Erick Christiansen, "The Place of Fiction in Saxo's Later Books," in Saxo Grammaticus: A 
Medieval Author Between Norse and Latin Culture, 27-8. 
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Any investigation of Sax.o's Gesta Danorum and his source material should 
consider the literature and historiography of Iceland, where many of the ancient 
Scandinavian traditions were preserved. In his preface, Saxo acknowledged his debt to 
these Icelandic authors and several of his tales may have been based on Icelandic sagas, 
many of which still exist. Icelandic historiography, however, did not incorporate this 
material. The first and most renowned historian of Iceland whose material still exists 
today was Ari Thorgilsson, who wrote islendingab6k (Book of the Icelanders) around 
1122. Written in Icelandic, Ari's text described the history and settlement of Iceland 
between A.D. 870 and 1120, but it did not mention any of the sagas or eddas that were 
part of the Scandinavian tradition. 59 
Geoffrey of Monmouth, an Augustinian canon at Oxford, is the only twelfth-
century historian comparable to Saxo Grarnmaticus. Saxo and Geoffrey may have 
employed identical historical sources or even been motivated by related circumstances; 
however, their presentation of native mythology and tradition in their respective texts 
makes them both unique among medieval historiography. 
Geoffrey's Historia Regum Britanniae (History of the Kings of Britain)( c. 1136) 
delivered a geneaology of British kings from the foundation of the kingdom by Brutus to 
Cadwallader in the seventh century. The arrival of the Normans in 1066 had stimulated 
intellectual activity and rejuvenated historiography with an element of cultural dialectic 
between the Anglo-Saxons and Normans. Synchronized with contentintal scholarship, 
59 Bjami Gu6nason, "The Icelandic Sources of Saxo Grammaticus," in Saxo Grammaticus: A 
Medieval Author, ; Jesse L. Byock, Medieval Iceland: Society, Sagas, and Power (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1988), 15-16; Jonas K.ristjansson, Eddas and Sagas: Iceland 's Medieval literature, trans. 
Peter Foote (Reykjavik: Hi6 islenska b6k:menntafelag, 1992), 120; Thompson, 456-8. 
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the resultant Anglo-Norman historiography stressed a critical approach to sources, the use 
of logic, as well as an admiration of classical literature.60 
Preeminent among these historiographers was William of Malmesbury and his 
two works Gesta regum Anglorum (Deeds of the Kings of the English) and Gesta 
pontificum Anglorum (Deeds of the Archbishops and bishops of the English), both 
written around 1125. William's works represented the highest standards of literacy and 
erudition of twelfth-century England. His contemporary, Henry of Huntingdon, an 
archdeacon of the Lincoln cathedral chapter, was also very notable among English 
historians with his Historia Anglorum (History of the English). Both of these great 
authors and their texts served as the primary models for Geoffrey's Historia; however, he 
also utilized the earlier histories written by Gildas and Nennius. William, in particular, 
may have inspired Geoffrey with a comment in his Gesta Regum. Observing how 
Charlemagne and his doomed compatriot Roland had inspired heroic tales, William 
expressed the possibility that Arthur could have played such a role for England if only 
such a narrative has been written ofhim.61 
Arthur is he of whom the Breton ditties today still burble; but he was worthy-not 
to be dreamt of in bogus legends- but to be described in a genuine history, since 
he long sustained his failing country, and urged the unbroken spirit of his fellow-
countrymen to war62 
60 Christopher Brooke, "Geoffrey of Monmouth as a Historian," in Church and Government in the 
Middle Ages, ed. Christopher Brooke, David Lascombe, Geoffrey Martin, and Dorothy Owen (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1976; Reprint, 1978), 77 (references are to reprint edition); John Edward 
Lloyd, "Geoffrey of Monmouth," The English Historical Review 58 (1942): 465; Hanning, Vision of 
History, 121-3, 127; Thompson, 246-7, 251; Antonia Gransden, Historical Writing in England, c. 550-1307 
(London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, Ltd., 1974), 186. 
61 J.S.P. Tatlock, The legendary History of Britain: Geoffrey of Monmouth's Historia Regum 
Britanniae and its Early Vernacular Versions (Berkeley, University of California Press, 1950), 5, 395; 
Thompson, 251; Breisach, 115; Gransden, Historical Writing in England, 193-198; Brooke, "Geoffrey of 
Monmouth as Historian," 83-4. 
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Prior to Geoffrey, Nennius's Historia Brittonum was the only historical source 
that mentioned King Arthur and only briefly mentioned him and the Merlinesque charater 
of Ambrosius amidst a conglomerate of historical material. It offered no glorious account 
of the tragic king.63 Geoffrey, however, painted a vivid picture of King Arthur and his 
valiant struggle against the Saxons. While historians can discern from whom Geoffrey 
borrowed some of his facts, his primary source remains a mystery. Geoffrey's dedication 
refered to a "certain very ancient book written in the British language" given to him by 
Walter, the archdeacon of Oxford, of which Geoffrey's Historia was supposedly a Latin 
translation.64 
Geoffrey claimed that his foremost objective was to remedy a historiographical 
omission of the early kings of Britain. While Gildas and Bede had contributed landmark 
texts to the historical record, they had neglected the great deeds of Britain's earliest 
ancestors. Geoffrey defended his exclusivity in writing an articulated history of Arthur 
through a personal note to Henry of Huntingdon and William of Malmesbury that 
discouraged them from discussing these early British kings because they did not have 
access to his ancient British book.65 
Geoffrey's intentions have generated voluminous debates among academics 
because of his manipulation and distortion of source material. Certainly, Geoffrey used 
historical and legendary material, but he also added fictional accounts and claimed that 
they were true, when, in fact, they were not. For example, Geoffrey summarized the 
62 William of Malmesbury, Gesta Regum, ed. W. Stubbs (RS 1187-9) 1, 11; quoted in Brooke, 
"Geoffrey of Monmouth as Historian," 91. 
63 Gransden, 5-7; Hanning, 93-5. 
64 Geoffrey of Monmouth, The History of the Kings of Britain, trans. Lewis Thorpe (New York: 
Penguin Books, 1966), 51. 
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Molmutine Laws of Dunvallo Molmutius that were codified prior to the Roman invasion 
of Britain. To reinforce his credibility, Geoffrey cited Gildas' De Excidio Britanniae 
(Ruin of Britain) from the sixth century as his source, but Gildas never discussed such 
material.66 Geoffrey did, however, rely on historical material from Gildas in his 
description of British geography and, later, the fall of Britain, where he freely borrowed 
from Gildas's account of the strife and punishment of decadent Britons prior to 
Ambrosius Aurelianus's reign.67 Despite the questions over whether Geoffrey's work 
was history or fiction, many medieval historians accepted it as truth and based their own 
works on it. Henry of Huntingdon even expressed his approval for Geoffrey's Historia 
and adopted sections from it for his own texts.68 
While Geoffrey wrote amidst a renewed period of Anglo-Norman historiography, 
he was distinct from his colleagues and was comparable to Saxo Grammaticus because of 
his incorporation of native British mythology, which is manifest in his enigmatic 
character of Merlin and the warrior-king Arthur. Welsh mythology was the general 
source; however, it is difficult to identify and articulate conclusively the origins of these 
legends. The character of Merlin, in fact, was not a product of Geoffrey's imagination as 
it was derived from a figure in early Welsh poetry named Myrddin. One of his earliest 
appearances was in the poem, "Dialogue of Taliesin and Myrddin" in the Book of 
Carmarthen, a collection of Celtic poetry that was transcribed in the early twelfth 
65 Ibid; Tatlock, Legendary History of Britain, 5; Brooke, "Geoffrey of Monmouth as Historian," 
83. 
66 Brooke, "Geoffrey of Monmouth as Historian," 9; Geoffrey of Monmouth, History of the Kings, 
89-90. 
67 Neil Wright, "Geoffrey of Monmouth and Gildas," in Arthurian Literature I!, ed. Richard 
Barber (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 1982), 1- 13. 
68 Laura Keeler, Geoffrey of Monmouth and the Late Latin Chroniclers. 1300-1500 (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1946), 1; Gransden, 200, 202. 
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century. Unfortunately, Welsh poems have proven difficult to date precisely, but it is 
clear that a character similar to Geoffrey's Merlin was extant prior to his Historia and 
served as his inspiration.69 
The character of Arthur, like Merlin, is also present in the early Welsh traditions. 
During the mid-eleventh century, an anonymous cyfarwydd, or British storyteller, in 
Southern Wales copied a series of Celtic myths about the major characters of Math, 
Gwydion, Govannon, and Pryderi. In a version prepared around 1100, a character named 
Arthur emerged that represented an early Celtic tradition from Wales, Cornwall, and 
Brittany. In one poem called Pa gur, Arthur has two companions, Kay and Bedivere, 
who appear as Keu and Bedoier. While these names were derived from Latin, several 
Latin names appear in the Welsh genealogies of the fourth and fifth centuries. In 
addition, there was also an Arthurian tradition in the areas of Cumbria, Yorkshire, and 
Lancashire, which may have been Nennius's source for Arthur and his twelve battles. 
Unfortunately, it is very difficult to delineate the Welsh heritage uti lized by Geoffrey of 
Monmouth, but historians agree that Geoffrey must have utilized some of the native 
British traditions in the construction of his characters,Arthur and Merlin. 70 
Historians disagree, however, about Geoffrey's motivations in writing the 
Historia. As he dedicated it to Robert, earl of Gloucester, Waleran de Beaumont, and 
King Stephen, Geoffrey may have been trying to attract their attention in hopes of 
furthering his career. Since none of those to whom Geoffrey dedicated his work were of 
British ancestry, it is unlikely that he was trying to cultivate a sense of Celtic identity or 
69 Tatlock, 173, 176; Rachel Bromwich, ''The Character of the Early Welsh Tradition," in Studies 
in Early British History, ed. H.M. Chadwick et al. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1959), 125. 
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assert the sovereignty of a Welsh people who were subjugated by Norman rule. In fact, 
Geoffrey may simply have wanted to bestow upon England a national hero like 
Charlemagne and Alexander the Great. He may also have been trying to establish a 
precedent for the territorial ambitions of Norman kings by alleging that the rulers of 
Britain had once dominated most of Western Europe. The fact remains, though, that 
Geoffrey's history was well-received throughout Western Europe and endowed the 
English kingdom with one of the most potent national heroes of medieval 
historiography. 71 
Therefore, Saxo's similarity with Geoffrey of Monmouth on the basis of 
incorporating legendary material into historiography suggests that Saxo may have been 
inspired by Geoffrey's use of mythology. Nevertheless, the Gesta Danorum of Saxo 
Gramrnaticus recounted the history of Denmark and identified a distinct Danish identity 
that formed in the ancient recesses of time by manipulating native mythology, fusing it 
with contemporary history, and creating a literary testament to the Danes. 
70 Bromwich, "Character of Early Welsh Tradition," 102-107; Rachel Bromwich, "Celtic Elements 
in Arthurian Romance: A General Survey," in The Legend of Arthur in the Middle Ages, ed. P.B. Grout, 
R.A. Lodf.e, C.E. Pickford, and E.K.C. Varty (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 1983),42, 54-55. 
1 Gransden, 10, 204; Tatlock, 428, 432. 
CHAPTER FOUR 
CONCLUSION 
Traditionally, Denmark and Scandinavia have been considered frontier nations in 
terms of European cultural development. Research conducted over that past twenty years 
by Karsten Friis-Jensen, Peter Sawyer, Birgit Sawyer and others has sought to use 
medieval Scandinavia as analogues for the Germanic tribes before their contact with 
reverse this misconception and interpret Denmark within the context of its contemporary 
European nations. The earliest research on Scandinavia recognized it as a Germanic 
territory uninfluenced by the Romans and Christianity. One of their goals was to the 
Roman Empire and conversion to Christianity. Contrary to this mode of thinking, 
Denmark and its northern neighbors had been in contact with continental European 
culture much earlier than previously thought. 1 
Research on Saxo Grammaticus and Scandinavian historiography supports the 
theory that Denmark was not a frontier nation and that it was a monarchy with close ties 
to the kingdoms and cultures of Europe. What has often puzzled and intrigued scholars is 
the reason why Denmark began producing historiography during the twelfth century and 
why Archbishop Absalon encouraged Saxo to write the Gesta Danorum. Much of the 
1 Peter and Birgit Sawyer, Medieval Scandinavia: From Conversion to Reformation, 800-1500 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota, 1993); Karsten Friis-Jensen, Saxo Grammaticus as Latin Poet: 
Studies in the Verse Passages of the Gesta Danorum (Rome: L'Enna di Bretschneider, 1987); Kai Herby, 
''The Social History of Medieval Denmark," in Danish Medieval History: New Currents, ed. Niels Skyum-
Nielsen and Niels Lund (Copenhagen: Museum Tusculaneum Press, 1981), 41-2. 
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literature has considered Saxo from multiple angles and produced myriad results. The 
consensus has been that Saxo wrote at a time when Denmark was at its height of power 
under the strong cooperative leadership of King Valdemar I and Archbishop Absalon. 
The Sawyers' have argued that Saxo wrote to provide legitimacy for Valdemar's reign 
and to support his extension of royal powers after a period of political instability and 
turmoil. 
While such arguments seem to be valid, they fail to explain why a history was not 
produced until the twelfth century, despite the fact that in the early eleventh century 
Denmark controlled a large empire in Northern Europe and even earlier rulers such as 
Harald Bluetooth had labored to increase royal authority from that of an overlord to that 
of an effective king. The reigns of Valdemar I and his two sons, K.nut VI and Valdemar 
II signified a new type of national government with a national assembly and a national 
consciousness that replaced the old provincial mentality. The Sawyers' argument that 
Saxo may have written as propaganda to support this move seems plausible, but they 
neglect the role played by the church. In the twelfth century, Denmark had its own 
archdiocese at Lund that was autonomous from German influence via the archbishops of 
Hamburg-Bremen. Political events are irrelevant to the production of national history 
without an internal, native mechanism for its composition. 
In this context, Saxo was not unique in expressing a sense of national pride and 
identity through a literary monument. His method of incorporating Scandinavian 
mythology into the Gesta Danorum, however, leaves him mostly unprecedented among 
his contemporaries. Earlier historians like Widukind and Dudo of St. Quentin used 
fragments of native traditions in their texts, but none of them did so to the extent that 
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Saxo did. Saxo can be characterized as a twelfth century historian based on his emulation 
of classical literature and usage of a style of Latin and prosopography typical of a 
twelfth-century education in Northern France. His use of native traditions, however, 
remains mostly unprecedented among twelfth-century historians, with the exception of 
Geoffrey of Monmouth. 
Like Saxo, Geoffrey combines historical material from earlier British historians 
with material culled from native Welsh mythology for the production of his Historia 
Regu,m Britanniae. Besides a similar inclusion of material, though, it is difficult to 
connect Saxo directly to Geoffrey. Perhaps Saxo or Absalon encountered Geoffrey's 
Historia while studying in France or heard about it through contacts with other 
clergymen. Regardless of how Saxo knew of Geoffrey, it is evident that Saxo composed 
the Gesta Danorum at a time of Danish strength and national unity and utilized native 
mythology in order to create a literary monument to Denmark's heritage and declare that 
the history of Denmark was just as glorious and awe-inspiring as that of Rome. 
Concerning Patrick Geary's argument in The Myth of Nations, it is apparent that 
Saxo manipulated the past and imposed upon it a Danish identity comprised of mythical 
kings and heroes for his contemporary countrymen. Geary's text, while poignant and 
relevant for modem society, fails to recognize that some medieval historians, like Saxo 
Grammaticus, were already forging self-aware national identities out of a native 
mythological past and were not simply perceiving their heritages as extensions of Roman 
history. Indeed, Saxo derived of the Danish kingdom from King Dan, and not from 
Trojan refugees like many earlier historians, and depicted heroes like Amleth, whose 
literary biographies comprised a blending of classical and native Scandianavian heritages, 
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which suggests he was already practicing in the twelfth and thirteenth centuriues what 
Patrick Geary attributes only to historians of the nineteenth and twentieth. These later 
nationalistic historians created ethnocentric histories for their respective homelands and 
anachronistically projected their own national identities into the past based on the 
premise that their ancestral people 
were supposedly formed either in some impossibly remote moment of prehistory, 
or else the process of ethnogenesis took place at some moment during the Middle 
Ages, but then ended for all time. 1 
The fact is that their actions were not unprecedented because medieval predecessors such 
as Saxo had been working toward a similar goal almost seven centuries earlier. 
1 Patrick Geary, The Myth of Nations:The Medieval Origins of Europe (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2002), 11 . 
King Dates 
Gonn (the Old) d. ~958 
Harald (Bluetooth) 958-987 
Sven (Forkbeard) 987-1014 
Harald 1014-1019 
Knut II (the Great) 1019-1035 
Hardicanute (Knut III) 1035-1047 
Sven II (Estridsen) 1047-1074 
Harald (Hen) 1074-1080 
Knut IV (the Holy) 1080-1086 
Oluf (Hunger) 1086-1095 
Eric I (Ejegode) 1095-1103 
Niels 1104-1134 
Eric IT (Emune) 1134-1137 
Eric Ill (Lamb) 1137-1146 
Rule of Three (Civil War) 1146-1157 
Sven TU 
KnutV 
Valdemar I 
Valdemar I 1157-1182 
Knut V1 1182-1202 
Valdemar II (the Victorious) 1202-1241 
Appendix-Danish Kings of 
the Jelling Dynasty 
Relationship 
Son ofGorm 
Son of Forkbeard 
Son ofForkbeard 
Major Events 
Reunification of Denmark; Foundation of Jelling Dynasty 
Conversion of Kingdom to Christianity 
Foundation of North Sea Empire 
Son of Forkbeard, brother of Harald Consolidation of North Sea Empire 
Son of Canute Loss of Empire 
Nephew of Canute 
Sons of Sven II 
Son of Eric I 
Grandson of Eric I, nephew of Eric II 
Son of Eric II 
Grandson of Niels 
Son of Cnut Lavard, grandson of Eric I 
} Sons of Valdemar I 
Canonization of Cnut IV 
Creation of a Danish Archdiocese 
Civil war and political disintegration 
Government reform; Canonization of Father Cnut Lavard 
Empire in Baltic 
Figure 2.1 Danish Kings of the Jelling Dynasty from A.D. 950-1241. 
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